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CHAPTER 1

1.1 EDUCATION REFORMS IN URBAN SCHOOLS

There is no shortage of education reforms addressing public schools in general, and
urban/inner-city public schools specifically. These reforms are in the spirit of addressing the
ever-evolving challenges that public schools face. However, all problems are not equal. Urban
and inner-city schools especially meet intersectional challenges that seem ubiquitous, but these
are not problems that are experienced by all public schools. Some problems are more contextual
than others. For instance, Leonardo and Grubb have described how “lower-performing” urban
schools tend to have “emergency credentialed teachers” who serve “lower socioeconomic
students.”1 This observation indicates that students with some of the greatest socioeconomic
challenges tend to receive the least experienced and least prepared teachers. Margolis et al.
discuss how urban teachers are frequently mandated to teach a scripted curriculum to help their
students pass standardized tests. 2 This claim suggests that urban students tend not to receive or
be exposed to a diverse and rich curriculum, but rather to a narrow one that limits their learning.
These are only two examples of the complicated matters experienced by urban/inner-city public
schools. Because of these complications, urban public schools are often the center of education
reforms that attempt to solve their particular problems. These reforms tend to exacerbate the
challenges for these schools because of maligned, short-sighted solutions. Policymakers too
often take a narrow view of understanding the complexities of teaching and learning in urban

1
Zeus Leonardo and W. Norton Grubb, Education and Racism: A Primer on Issues and Dilemmas, 2nd ed.
(New York: Routledge, 2019), 89, 114.

Jason Margolis, Allison A. Meese, and Anne Doring, “Do Teachers Need Structure or Freedom to
Effectively Teach Urban Students? A Review of the Educational Debate,” Education and Urban Society 48, no. 9
(2016): 783–806.
2
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settings. It is a view that tends to ignore the historical context that led to these challenges in the
first place.
1.2 THE PROBLEM

Almost seventy years ago, the College Board launched the Advanced Placement (AP)
program to revolutionize the American education system by exposing bright high school students
to advanced course content that students would traditionally only experience in colleges and
universities. Another purpose of the AP program was to help combat the space race. The Soviet
Union launched Sputnik in 1957, and, as a response, America revised its education system to
contend with the Soviet Union’s technological advances and to ostensibly stop the spread of
communism.3 The start of AP also coincided with the start of America’s education reform for
gifted and talented students. 4 These two programs are often associated with each other, even
today.
The AP program offers college-level courses to high school students. Students
demonstrate their mastery of course material in an end-of-year exam in May. If students score 3,
4, or 5 on the AP exam, most colleges and universities will provide course credit. 5 Initially, AP
started as a “niche reform” because it catered primarily to a small number of students in wealthy

Tim Lacy, “Examining AP: Access, Rigor, and Revenue in the History of the Advanced Placement
Program,” in AP: A Critical Examination of the Advanced Placement Program, ed. Philip M. Sadler, et al.
(Cambridge: Harvard Education Press, 2010); Jack Schneider, Excellence for All: How a New Breed of Reformers Is
Transforming America’s Public Schools (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 2011).
3

4

Joyce VanTasel-Baska, “American Policy in Gifted Education,” Gifted Child Today 41, no. 2 (2018).

The College Board, “AP Score Scale Table,” AP Students, last modified 2021, accessed December 26,
2021, https://apstudents.collegeboard.org/about-ap-scores/ap-score-scale-table; Stephanie A. Nugent and Frances A.
Karnes, “The Advanced Placement Program and the International Baccalaureate Programme,” Gifted Child Today
25, no. 1 (Winter 2002): https://doi.org/10.4219/gct-2002-52.
5

3

suburban districts––which also meant that this was a program accessed primarily by elite White
students. 6
Since the 1950s, the AP program has grown and expanded into a multi-million-dollar
industry, no longer serving just wealthy White communities. With the help of federal and state
legislation, starting with the Clinton administration, the AP program is now used as an education
reform to fight “intergenerational poverty.” 7 The program is also promoted as an instructional
tool, helping lower-socioeconomic and “ethnic groups of color”8 students access post-secondary
institutions. The assumption is that if students from these groups have access to AP courses, they

David K. Cohen and Jal D. Mehta, “Why Reform Sometimes Succeeds: Understanding the Conditions
That Produce Reforms That Last,” American Education Research Journal 54, no. 4 (2017): 664:
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831217700078. Chester E. Finn and Andrew E. Scanlan, Learning in the Fast Lane:
The Past, Present, and Future of Advanced Placement (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019); Philip M.
Sadler, “Advanced Placement in a Changing Educational Landscape,” in AP: A Critical Examination of the
Advanced Placement Program ed. Philip M. Sadler, et al. (Cambridge: Harvard Education Press, 2010; Schneider,
Excellence for All; Tim Lacy, “Examining AP”; Eric Rothschild, “Four Decades of the Advanced Placement
Program,” The History Teacher 32, no. 2 (February 1999): https://www.jstor.org/stable/494439.
6

Carolyn A. McBride Davis et al., “Advanced Placement Exams, Incentive Programs, and Cost
Effectiveness: A Lack of Equity and Excellence for Black Students in Texas, New York, and Florida,” The Journal
of Negro Education 84, no. 2 (2015): https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7709/jnegroeducation.84.2.0139; Michael S.
Holstead et al., “The Impact of Advanced Placement Incentive Programs,” Center for Evaluation and Education
Policy, Indiana University 8, no. 1 (2010): https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED510967; Schneider, Excellence for All;
Education Commission of the States, “50-State Comparison: Advanced Placement Policies,” last modified 2021,
accessed December 26, 2021, https://www.ecs.org/advanced-placement-policies/; Finn and Scanlan, Learning in the
Fast Lane; Sadler, “Advanced Placement.”
7

James A. Banks, Teaching Strategies for Ethnic Studies, 8th ed. (Boston: Pearson Education, 2009), 4, 1417. Banks is recognized as the “Father of Multicultural Education.” Although many publications will cite racially
and culturally diverse students as ethnic minority students, Banks explained that such generalized terms are
problematic because “individual Americans are ethnic to the extent that they function within ethnic subsocieties and
share their values, behavioral styles, and cultures.” When I discuss AP expanding, I am specifically discussing AP
expanding to “ethnic minority groups,” which are people who have “unique physical and/or cultural characteristics
that enable people who belong to mainstream groups to identify its members easily and thus to treat them in a
discriminatory way.” Banks suggested that the term “minority” is also misleading, and he suggested using the term
“people of color” rather than “ethnic minorities” because the term is more “helpful,” and a better term has not been
“developed.” See also Quinn Russell Brown, “Thanks, Professor Banks: ‘The Father of Multicultural Education’ Is
Retiring after 50 Years at UW,” University of Washington Magazine Online, December 2018, accessed March 27,
2022, https://magazine.washington.edu/feature/james-banks-uw-retires-multicultural-education/.
8
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will have a better chance of attending and completing college. The assumption infers that access
to post-secondary education helps breaks impoverishment.9
The College Board expanded its programs to lower socioeconomic students and
communities of color—student populations that have been historically ignored. Based on the
most recent data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), urban schools have
the largest people of color student population and the highest concentration of lower
socioeconomic residents. The College Board considers students of color to be underrepresented
in the AP program. My argument is that the AP expansion policy is an urban school education
reform.
Many researchers do not problematize the term “urban” for urban school/education, so
the existing published research has a “definitional gap.”10 For my purposes, I use the term
“urban” to mean a densely populated city, so an urban school is one that serves densely
populated areas. “Urban” is also racialized in this project because I am specifically studying
populations that identify as students of color and that live in demographically densely populated
areas. I am aware that there is no “clear, uniformed, common definition” for urban education.11 It
is also not uncommon for the word “urban” to be understood as a racialized term because many
people will use it in the sense of “urban schools” to mean schools with primarily Black and

9

Finn and Scanlan, Learning in the Fast Lane; Sadler, “Advanced Placement.”

Richard O. Welsh and Walker A. Swain, “(Re)Defining Urban Education: A Conceptual Review and
Empirical Exploration of the Definition of Urban Education,” Educational Researcher 49, no. 2 (January 27, 2020):
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X20902822.
10

11

H. Richard Milner, IV, “But What is Urban Education?,” Urban Education 47, no. 3 (May 17, 2012):
557, https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0042085912447516. See also Welsh and Swain, “(Re)Defining
Urban Education.”

5

Brown students.12 The danger in using the term “urban” as a euphemism for race, economics, or
cultural associations, is that it can be a way of framing these populations in deficit terms.13
Deficit discourses blame the victims while promoting common stereotypes, and they draw
attention away from the structural and institutional forces that create many of the complications–
–in this case those faced by urban communities and schools. Deficit narratives attempt to explain
or justify “outcome inequalities … by pointing to supposed deficiencies within disenfranchised
individuals and communities.”14 These discourses and stereotypes are also reified through
popular culture, literature, and film, and they become “powerful influences” on societal
perceptions.15 It is through these meta-narratives and mainstream publications that deficit
narratives are normalized.
In this research, I do not subscribe to the deficit narrative. I have used Milner’s “urban
intensive” definition, which refers to schools “concentrated in large, metropolitan cities across
the United States,” like New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, and Atlanta,16 and I use “urban” to

Dyan Watson, “What Do You Mean When You Say Urban?,” Rethinking Schools, Fall 2011, accessed
December 26, 2021, https://rethinkingschools.org/articles/what-do-you-mean-when-you-say-urban-speakinghonestly-about-race-and-students/.
12

13

Edward Buendia, “Reconsidering the Urban in Urban Education: Interdisciplinary Conversations,”
Urban Review 43, no. 1 (March 2011): https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-010-0152-z.
14
Paul C. Gorski, “Unlearning Deficit Ideology and the Scornful Gaze: Thoughts on Authenticating the
Class Discourse in Education,” Counterpoints 402 (2011): 153, http://www.jstor.org/stable/42981081. Gorski uses
the term “deficit ideology” because it is “based upon a set of assumed truths about the world… .” He points out that
one significant problem with the deficit ideology is that relying on the narrative protects middle and upper class
from grappling with the societal structures serve as barriers to opportunities for others. He offers three suggestions
for fighting deficit ideology: (1) learning to recognize it, “spot it,” (2) reflecting on how we have been trained to see
and understanding our positions of power, (3) teaching against it by teaching about “economic injustice and
poverty.”
15
Buendia, “Reconsidering the Urban,” 6; Gaston Alonso et al., Our Schools Suck: Students Talk Back to a
Segregated Nation on the Failures of Urban Education (New York: New York University Press, 2009), 36.
16

Milner, “But What is Urban Education?,” 559–60.

6

represent “racialized beings,” meaning that most students served in schools are Black and
Brown.17
School reform policies tend to be ideologically motivated rather than research-based
decisions.18 One idea behind the AP expansion policy suggests that AP courses solve urban
students’ and communities’ particular academic problems. Understanding these specific
problems requires going into those spaces to study how AP expansion impacts these students.
The College Board has not yet studied urban students’ of color experiences in AP courses. Most
of the research published on AP is quantitative, with the College Board’s “scientists and
consultants” publishing copious statistical and quantitative research that narrate the “benefits” of
the program.19 These pro-AP narratives help justify the expansion reform, but this kind of data
only tells a partial story. The missing data are the voices of urban Black and Brown youths
sharing their experiences within this AP expansion. Research equally lacks the voices and
experiences of urban teachers sharing ideas about teaching and learning within the AP education

17

Watson, “What Do You Mean When You Say Urban?”

Michael Dumas and Gary L. Anderson, “Qualitative Research as Policy Knowledge: Framing Policy
Problems and Transforming Education from the Ground Up,” Education Policy Analysis Archives 22, no. 11
(February 2014): https://doaj.org/article/b40d33eed7d641389a8a09bb618f47eb.
18

Russell T. Warne, “Research on the Academic Benefits of the Advanced Placement Program,” SAGE
Open 7 (January 2017): https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2158244016682996. While the College Board
publishes most AP research, there are other independent researchers that have published positive data on the AP
program. For information on students who passed AP exams and experienced more college success, see The College
Board, AP®: A Foundation for Academic Success (New York: College Board, 2015),
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED558096; Kelly E. Godfrey, Jeffrey N. Wyatt, and Jonathan J. Beard, Exploring College
Outcomes for Low-Income AP Exam Takers with Fee Reductions, report no. 2016–2 (n.p.: The College Board,
2016), https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED565726.pdf. For how AP courses on high school transcripts gave some
students a competitive edge in college admissions, see Les Potter and P. Lená Morgan, “Improve Your Advanced
Placement Program: What One High School Did,” American Secondary Education 29, no. 2 (2000):
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41064420; Schneider, Excellence for All. For other positive reporting on AP, see Wade
Curry, Walt MacDonald, and Rick Morgan, “The Advanced Placement Program: Access to Excellence,” Journal of
Secondary Gifted Education 11, no. 1 (Fall 1999): https://doi.org/10.4219/jsge-1999-612; Finn and Scanlan,
Learning in the Fast Lane; Mary E. M. McKillip and Anita Rawls, “A Closer Examination of the Academic Benefits
of AP,” Journal of Educational Research 106, no. 4 (July 2013): https://doi.org/10.1080/00220671.2012.692732.
19
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reform. One explanation for this missing data is that school and district data tend to “answer very
narrow sets of questions about student outcomes,” so it is not uncommon for “invisible data” to
be ignored when schools implement school or district-level policies.20
This study investigates some of those missing voices and data from the AP expansion
discourse through a qualitative metasynthesis. The College Board has not investigated racially,
and culturally diverse students and lower socioeconomic students’ need for AP courses, yet the
expansion targets these very students. The College Board’s publications will often label racially,
and culturally diverse and lower socioeconomic students as “underrepresented” or
“underserved.”21 When more students of color take the AP exam or pass the exam, the College
Board categorizes that data as partial evidence that the AP expansion has helped more students
garner access to the AP and that, therefore, racially, and culturally diverse students are
experiencing opportunities in advanced course-taking. However, AP exam scores are quantitative
data that can only tell who took and/or passed a test. This data do not attest to the students’ or
teachers’ experiences in AP courses.

1.3 PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

This study aims to understand ethnically diverse students’ and urban teachers’ lived
experiences in urban AP classrooms. The goal is to center these students’ and their teachers’

20

Ruth S. Johnson and Robin Avelar La Salle, Data Strategies to Uncover and Eliminate Hidden
Inequities: The Wallpaper Effect (Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin, 2010), 29. This “missing data” is part of the
wallpaper effect because the focus on narrow data masks other significant variables that would provide more
contextual information.
21 Nancy W. Burton et al., Minority Student Success: The Role of Teachers in Advanced Placement
Program (AP) Courses, research report no. 2002–8 (New York: College Entrance Examination Board, 2002), 5,
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED561020.pdf. This College Board publication specifically cited “traditionally
underrepresented” AP students as students who are African American, American Indian, Alaskan Native, Mexican
American, Puerto Rican, and students in “other Hispanic groups.”
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voices about AP course-taking/teaching experiences to “advance [our] scholarly knowledge.”22
Another goal is to fill some of the gaps in the knowledge regarding the AP expansion policy.

1.3.a Research Questions

This study focuses on the experiences of ethnically diverse youth enrolled in AP courses
attending urban schools. The study also includes urban teachers who teach AP classes in urban
schools. Specifically, I have sought qualitative studies that garner urban students and teachers
sharing their lived experiences in AP classrooms. The principal questions guiding this research
are as follows:
RQ1

What experiences/ideas do urban minority youth have about what helps and what hurts
them in their AP classes?

RQ2

What do these experiences suggest for tailoring AP courses for urban minority students?

RQ3

What experiences/ideas do urban teachers express about their practices in diverse
contexts that challenge and alleviate, or perpetuate and exacerbate the AP classroom
experience for urban minority youth?

1.4 THE AP EXPANSION AS AN EDUCATION POLICY FOR URBAN SCHOOLS

This study examines how the expansion of AP courses has been experienced by
ethnically diverse urban students and their teachers. Examining the AP expansion policy meant
dismantling “taken-for-granted frameworks” about the problem policymakers think AP courses
solve for urban students and thus urban communities. 23 The best line of inquiry is to ask two
questions about the AP expansion policy: Who is this (the policy) for? Who benefits from it (the

22

Linda Dale Bloomberg and Marie Volpe, Completing Your Qualitative Dissertation: A Road Map from
Beginning to End, 4th ed. (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2019), 125.
23

Bloomberg and Volpe, Completing Your Qualitative Dissertation. 64.

9

policy)? The popular—and predominant—answer to these questions concerning the AP
expansion reads as follows: Historically, the AP program and its cadre of courses have prepared
students for college readiness since the 1950s. With the support of federal and state initiatives
(including funding), the College Board is expanding this program to ethnically diverse students.
These are the students who traditionally do not have access to such courses. By expanding the
program, the College Board and its supporters are “closing the achievement gap by equalizing
educational opportunity.” If the College Board successfully narrows the achievement gap, then
the access to such courses is “thereby loosening the bonds of intergenerational poverty and
increasing productivity.” 24
It is a laudable goal. Unfortunately, there are several troubling assumptions within the
framing and implementation of the AP expansion policy. The College Board’s AP program, a
historically elitist program, claims to address Black and Brown learners’ needs—students whom
the College Board has frankly ignored for years. In 2002, the College Board published its Equity
Policy Statement, encouraging “the elimination of barriers that restrict access to AP courses for
students from ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic groups that have been traditionally
underrepresented in the AP Program.”25 This equity statement comes approximately 52 years
after the fruition of the program, suggesting that equity was never a part of the original program.
The statement also centers on groups of students “traditionally underrepresented in the program”
because access to AP courses was for elite, suburban, White students and not for ethnically

24

Philip M. Sadler, “Advanced Placement”.

25

The College Board, “Equity Policy Statement,” last modified 2002, PDF.
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diverse students.26 The AP program started under the auspices of the fight against communism
and the building of a gifted and talented program for America’s brightest youth.27 While the
nation focused on strengthening certain schools with White students, it was equally focused on
denying education to others who were not White. Racial segregation in schools was in full swing
during the 1950s. Minority students, especially African Americans, were relegated to poorly
resourced schools. At this time in the 1950s, the most influential schools were predominantly
White, so the AP program became associated with wealthy White elites who happened to be
considered gifted.28 The AP expansion distorts this history by obscuring why and how the
expansion was necessary in the first place.
The AP expansion can also be credited to state and federal legislation. 29 Such legislation
offered financial incentives, “including federal funding for AP programs and state appropriations

26 Finn and Scanlan, Learning in the Fast Lane; Kristin Klopfenstein, “The Advanced Placement
Expansion of the 1990s: How Did Traditionally Underserved Students Fare?,” Education Policy Analysis Archives
12, No. 68 (2004); Sadler, “Advanced Placement”; Jack Schneider, “Privilege, Equity, and the Advanced Placement
Program: Tug of War,” Journal of Curriculum Studies 41, no. 6 (2009):
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220270802713613.
27

Patricia Albjerg Graham, Schooling America: How the Public Schools Meet the Nation’s Changing
Needs (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); Tim Lacy, “Examining AP; Schneider, Excellence for All;
VanTassel-Baska, “American Policy in Gifted Education.”
Cambridge University Press, “Selected Population Characteristics-Median Age, Sex Ratio, Annual
Growth Rate, and Number, by Race, Urban Residence, and Nativity: 1790-2000,” Historical Statistics of the United
States: Millennial Edition Online, last modified 2022, accessed March 29, 2022, https://hsus-cambridgeorg.eu1.proxy.openathens.net/HSUSWeb/toc/tableToc.do?id=Aa22-35. The United States’ demographics were
different in 1950 versus today. In 1950, “89.5%” of the U.S. was White, while only “10%” were Black. In 2021, the
United States’ current racial demographics are 76% White, 13% Black, 19% Hispanic. See United States Census
Bureau, “Quick Facts: United States,” United States Census Bureau, last modified July 1, 2021, accessed April 4,
2022, https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/US.
28

29
Holstead et al., “The Impact of Advanced Placement Incentive Programs”; Finn and Scanlan, Learning in
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Alina Tugend, “Who Benefits from the Expansion of A.P. Classes?, The New York Times Magazine, last modified
September 7, 2017, accessed August 12, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/07/magazine/who-benefits-from-
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for school AP course budgets.”30 Accountability and scholarship incentives have been part of the
AP expansion program for several years. Holstead et al. discuss three types of incentives:
financial, accountability, and scholarship. Financial incentives, for example, have included
“direct cash bonuses for students passing … AP exams,” or states receiving additional monies to
help pay for AP exams for “low-income” students.31 Accountability incentives use AP
participation and exam scores with “demographic information about the students.”32 States then
receive additional funding when they meet accountability measures. Lastly, scholarship
incentives are given to students if they pass AP exams. For example, Massachusetts waved
“tuition at a state postsecondary institution for eight semesters to any student that has passes two
AP exams and maintains a 3.3 GPA.”33 The point is that as an education reform, the expansion of
the AP program has had the power to leverage schools’ and districts’ accountabilities across the
United States, suggesting that there may be other incentives for expanding AP.
This study explores the AP program expansion as an education reform for urban schools
and students. I argue that when the AP program targeted urban schools, it was intentionally
targeting ethnic minority students because these were the students who were originally denied
access to the AP program. The focus on urban schools and their students is strategic because that
is where most ethnic minorities reside—based on the most recent data from the NCES. Urban

the-expansion-of-ap-classes.html; Russell T. Warne, “Pushing Students to Take Advanced Placement Courses Does
Not Help Anyone,” The Conversation, last modified August 4, 2015, accessed July 6, 2020,
https://theconversation.com/pushing-students-to-take-advanced-placement-courses-does-not-help-anyone-45350.
30
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spaces also have the highest concentration of lower socioeconomic residents. NCES is part of the
U.S. Department of Education and the Institute of Education Sciences; the organization
“collect[s], collate[s], analyze[s], and report[s] complete statistics on the condition of American
education” as required by Congress.34 It produces large swaths of information such as statistics
and reports that may be helpful to researchers. NCES also serves as a data repository on “statelevel education policies.” The organization does not “evaluate” education reforms. They do,
however, provide data collected from a variety of outside sources that use “self-reported” data
from the states.35 At the time of this writing, the website information stated that State Education
Reforms (SER) had been updated through 2018.
To argue that the AP expansion targets ethnically diverse students when it targets urban
schools, I use NCES data to show that urban schools have the most ethnically diverse students
and students from lower socioeconomic households. NCES determines the socioeconomic status
of students by using “the percentage of students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch (FRPL)
under the National School Lunch Program … as a proxy [to measure] the concentration of lowincome students within a school.”36 Figure 1 shows the most recent data concerning the
concentration of public schools’ enrollment for high poverty students. Blacks, Hispanics, and
American Indian/Alaska Native have the highest school poverty level. It is equally important to
note that NCES updated its website as of May 2020, but the data on poverty since the year 2017

U.S. Department of Education, “IES, NCES: About Us,” National Center of Education Statistics,
accessed July 22, 2020, https://nces.ed.gov/about/.
34
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U.S. Department of Education, “IES, NCES: About Us.”

“Concentration of Public School Students Eligible for Free or Reduced-price Lunch,” National Center for
Education Statistics, last modified May 2020, accessed November 10, 2020,
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/clb.
36
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has not changed. This means that in 2017, these groups suffered the highest poverty
concentration, and their lived experiences in poverty have not changed in four years.

Figure 1: NCES’ Concentration of Public School Students for Free or Reduced-Price Lunch
[Source: National Center for Education Statistics, 2020]
Note: This chart shows the percentage distribution of public school students identified by “race and ethnicity” and
school poverty level from Fall 2017. The red circles concentrate on larger percentages of racial minoritized groups
and their school poverty level.37

The College Board’s 2019 AP Exam administration had 52% White students as
examinees. Ethnic minorities made up 48%. 38 The same ethnic groups deemed high poverty by
NCES in Figure 1 are also underrepresented in AP courses based on the total exams taken by
race and ethnicity. However, underrepresented students can enroll in AP courses and never take
the exam. Unfortunately, this course-taking pattern—that of Blacks, Hispanics, and American

37
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38
The College Board, “National Report for 2019,” AP Program Participation and Performance Data 2019,
last modified 2020, accessed July 22, 2020, https://research.collegeboard.org/programs/ap/data/archived/ap-2019. I
am using 2019 data because the AP exam was still in its original format. The AP exam participation changed after
the onset of the Covid pandemic. In 2020, the College Board launched a modified exam because of the pandemic.
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Indian/Alaska Native underrepresented in AP courses—is not an anomaly; it has been a pattern
throughout the AP program’s evolution. Moreover, AP courses are more available in schools, yet
the program still suffers from a lack of student diversity. Research also shows that even in highly
resourced schools, Black and Brown children still do not have equal access to AP courses
because of other gatekeeping factors such as teachers or counselors dissuading students from
taking the coursework. 39 Finally, in the College Board’s 2002 publication Minority Student
Success: The Role of Teachers in Advanced Placement Program (AP) Courses, the organization
argued that these same groups from NCES are also the groups that are underrepresented in AP
participation via the exams: “The student groups traditionally underrepresented in Advanced
Placement classes include African American, American Indian, Alaskan Native, Mexican
American, Puerto Rican, and at least some of the students in the ‘other Hispanic’ group.”40
Seventeen years after this publication, along with the financial backing provided by federal and
state legislation for the AP expansion, the Advanced Placement program lacks diversity with the
same ethnic minority groups.
AP expansion targets urban students because it is in urban spaces that most Black and
Brown students reside and attend public schools. The most recent data from NCES demonstrates
that cities have more Black and Brown students. If the College Board’s AP expansion goal is to
enroll more underrepresented students in AP courses, meeting that goal would require targeting
urban schools. However, urban schools are not the only areas of lower socioeconomic students;

Suneal Kolluri, “Advanced Placement: The Dual Challenge of Equal Access and Effectiveness,” Review
of Educational Research 88, no. 5 (2018): http://dx.doi.org/10.3102/0034654318787268; Karolyn Tyson,
Integration Interrupted: Tracking, Black Students, and Acting White after Brown (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2011),; Lois Weis, Kristin Cipollone, and Heather Jenkins, Class Warfare: Class, Race, and College Admissions in
Top-tier Secondary Schools (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014).
39
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there is research that attests to high poverty areas in rural communities also. 41 Figure 2 shows the
percentage of students in poverty based on a district’s location.

Figure 2: NCES’ Percentage of Distribution of Public School Students, For Each School Locale, by
School Poverty Level
[Source: National Center for Education Statistics, 2020]
Note: This is a chart showing the percentage distribution of public school students by each school’s locale and by each
school’s poverty level from Fall 2017. The red circles concentrate on which locale has the highest poverty level. 42

1.4.a AP Expansion Ties to International Education Reforms

Just as the federal government launched education reform policies on a national level, the
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) does something similar on
an international level. OECD is a “major global proponent of skills-based education and is
providing tests for measuring skills.”43 For instance, American state and national focus on

Douglas J. Gagnon and Marybeth J. Mattingly, “Advanced Placement and Rural Schools,” Journal of
Advanced Academics 27, no.4 (2016); Klopfenstein, “The Advanced.”
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Joel Spring, Economization of Education: Human Capital, Global Corporations, Skills-Based Schooling
(New York: Routledge, 2015), 67.
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literacy is connected to OECD’s international “educational emphasis … on teaching literacy.”44
The United States’ adoption of the Common Core State Standards focused on educational skills
“identified by OECD.”45 At the time of this writing in 2021, 41 states and several territories have
continued to adopt and support the Common Core State Standards.46 Furthermore, the College
Board published reports on how their assessments, including AP classes and exams, help to
prepare students for Common Core Standards.47 In summary, it is more powerful, global
organizations that have helped to drive our federal and states’ education reform policies.
Education reforms rarely happen in isolation, and the expansion of AP is loosely connected to a
host of other agencies and factors as AP infiltrates our public schools. This information also
suggests other motives for expanding the AP program.

1.5 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

The fanfare over AP expansion often masks why the expansion is significant in the first
place. Researchers, including the College Board, rarely discuss the exclusionary practices around
the AP program. The College Board has historically benefitted (i.e., in terms of reputation and
brand) from catering to prestigious and elite schools. Tim Lacy, one of the few researchers of the
program to acknowledge this phenomenon, reminded readers that the expansion of the AP
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program to a broader, more “diverse pool” of students was an attempt by the College Board to
shed the program’s reputation of only being available to “the province of elite, gifted students.”48
However, he lauds the program now for “admirably expand[ing] its mission to include a wider
portion of the able.”49 Historian Jack Schneider argues that an AP program seems to “upgrade”
schools and the curriculum, calling the AP an opportunity for leveraging a school’s curriculum.50
Having AP courses on the transcript equates to gaining favor with college and university
admissions officers, especially those of elite institutions.51 Lois Weis et al.’s and Karolyn
Tyson’s research shows that students who take AP courses tend to receive preferential services
and treatment from counselors. Ironically, the exclusionary practices that once engendered the
AP program were lauded by policymakers and administrators for decades. Part of the lure of
expanding the AP suggests that the extension would also lead to some of these academic
amenities previously only experienced by White students being available more widely. The
College Board, a non-profit organization, assumes that its AP courses can also help urban
students overcome steep challenges like the achievement gap and “intergenerational poverty,”
but these challenges are deeply rooted in structural racism. The College Board contends that the
students with their “increased productivity” will benefit not only themselves but the country at
large. The irony in much of the research on the expansion of the AP program is that little
information is known about the experiences of ethnic minority urban students once they enroll in
AP classes. Most research has rendered these students silent in the expansion phenomenon. It
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also means that the AP expansion policy has an “underexplored” phenomenon.52 It is not
uncommon to find student voices missing from various aspects of education reform, and the AP
expansion does not differ in this regard. However, student voices can serve as a powerful tool in
making education reform as responsive to the needs of students as possible. Students who are
often marginalized may experience “a reality relatively unknown to the adults who govern their
school experience,” and they may offer insight that is often overlooked. 53 Several researchers
argue that students’ voicing their experiences offers certain “vantage points” that can instruct
policy implementation.54 This current study builds on the premise that although student voices
are missing, these voices are invaluable and necessary in the AP expansion discourse. It is even
more important that marginalized students are allowed the agency to speak to their
experiences—the good and the bad—inside their urban AP classrooms. Mainstream research
tends to overlook students and teachers who work in the margins. Because of this limit to the
research studies that center the voices of ethnically diverse urban students, this study will also
embrace the experiences of urban classroom teachers working with AP courses. In so doing, this
study hopes to provide some insight into urban AP classrooms where students and teachers may
offer alternative narratives about what does and does not work within the AP expansion.
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The AP expansion also has overtones of being a “racial project.”55 As Michael Omi and
Howard Winant explain, race has links to structures, and structures can represent race, meaning
that projects can themselves invoke or signify race in various contexts. These projects help form
race in complex ways. For example, they have racial formation power, which means that they
have “signifying actions and social structures” that create “enormous complex … relationships
and identities that [are] labeled race.”56 The College Board is careful in discussing and
referencing race since the AP program became associated with wealthy White elites. Schools that
had an AP program benefited from this mark of distinction because the AP brand gave them the
credence of being a “top” institution and created the impression that it was a school for the elite
White.57 Critics charged the program with “institutional racism” because the program and
organizations that supported it ignored, overlooked, or disregarded underserved communities––
in particular communities of color. 58
Until only recently, the program was a “rarity” in urban public schools.59 In the 1960s
and 70s, AP was only utilized in the “wealthiest independent schools and the high schools in
affluent suburbia.”60 AP courses were not available in schools with high concentrations of Black
and Brown children, nor were these types of classes offered in poorly resourced schools. In other
words, explicitly ignoring race in the discussion of expansion and denying access to specific
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populations helped to mask the College Board’s participation and ensured that they continued to
receive advantages. The elitist reputation of the AP program gave the program and schools that
used the program a “curricular status,”61 a kind of implicit AP credentialing system that applied
only to students with access to the program. 62 William Casement argued that the expansion
moves “AP away from its original image of being for a small, highly select segment of
students.”63 Casement did not explicitly say White students, but he implied it when he criticized
the expansion of AP to “large minority and economically disadvantaged populations.”64 We
know that “minority” and “economically disadvantaged” students tend to be Black and Brown.
Casement’s views regarding the AP expansion suggests a deficit lens.
The College Board’s research has attempted to counter Casement’s argument by
launching multiple research projects that examine how underrepresented minority students have
progressed in their course-taking patterns and AP exam scores since AP expansion launched. The
College Board’s publications that deal with the AP expansion to lower socioeconomic students
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also emphasize students’ race for comparative analysis. Table 1 summarizes these reports and
their findings. A synthesis of these reports shows that ethnically diverse students are taking more
AP courses and exams. They enroll and stay in post-secondary education institutions with more
regularity, compared to their peers who did not have access to AP.
When the College Board targeted students of color, they referenced a specific racialized
group who were previously dismissed and overlooked in the AP milieu. To be clear, the College
Board does not specifically use race in its AP expansion publicity, but the expansion does carry
“racial meanings without explicit reference to race.”65 The College Board’s data and research
showed that ethnically diverse students are part of the underrepresented populations in AP
program participation. Omi’s work calls for researchers to be precise in our language when
examining racial power. 66 The AP program’s expansion reaches more students of color, but it is
these students who have historically been denied access to AP programs.
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Table 1: A List of the College Board’s Research Reports Addressing Ethnic Minorities and the AP Program

AUTHOR(S) (YEAR)

DATA, METHOD(S), AND RESEARCH PURPOSE

FINDINGS

Burton, Whitman, Yepes-Baraya, Cline,
and Kim (2002)

Data: 442 schools with “high-minority” invited; 200
schools returned the questionnaire; 129 AP Calculus and
101 AP English Literature (teachers)

Good teachers of minority
students are good teachers;
teachers should apply high
standards fairly to all students;
teachers need strong content
knowledge and teaching
skills; teachers need to make
sure that the most fundamental
content and skills in AP
curriculum are well covered;
teachers can and do use a wide
variety of teaching techniques;
teachers need to supply both
information and a level of
comfort about college work
and college itself; report
provided specific skills
germane to Calculus and
English courses.

Method: Reviewed examinations taken by
underrepresented minority students (AP Scores);
correlated PSAT scores with AP scores; surveys
(questionnaire to principals, teachers), focus group; online
group
Research Purpose: Research the characteristics and
teaching behaviors of those who successfully teach AP
Calculus AB and AP English Literature and Composition
to underrepresented minority students.

The College Board (2010)

Data: Five schools that increased their access to the AP
Program courses among traditionally underserved
students. The report highlights each school and provides
details about each schools’ specific strategies in
increasing access. Schools: (1) Cesar E. Chavez High
School (Delano, CA); (2) Cypress Bay High School
(Weston, FL); (3) City on a Hill (Roxbury, MA); (4)
Renaissance High School (Detroit, MI); (5) Booker T.
Washington High School (Tulsa, OK)
Method: N/A
Research Purpose: Showcase five schools and their
strategies for increasing access to AP courses to
underrepresented students.

Wyatt and Mattern (2011)

Data: Two national data sets: (1) National Student
Clearinghouse (NSC) and (2) College Board’s 2007
cohort database of 2,522,235 students for AP Exam
participation, official SAT scores, self-reported high
school grade point average (HSGPA), and demographic
information; target population = household income of
$30,000 or less, and high school students took SAT exam
with writing and either took an AP Exam(s) using the
College Board fee reduction or did not take any AP
Exams; study ended with 135,652 students’ data.
Method: NSC enrollment data were matched with
College Board’s 2007 data.
Research Purpose: The report “examined college
outcomes of low-SES students with a focused
investigation comparing students who took an AP Exam
and received a fee reduction to students who took no AP
Exams.”

*Researcher’s Notes: All five
schools do not fit urban and
Title I based on information
from the National Center for
Education Statistics: Cesar
Chavez HS = Rural; Cypress
Bay HS = Suburbs and not
Title I; City on a Hill = Small
urban and information about
school is unclear; Renaissance
High School = Urban and
Title I; Booker T. Washington
= Urban and Title I;
Renaissance High School uses
vertical alignment/curriculum
alignment; Booker T.
Washington disaggregates
large data sets for instruction.
Low-SES students in AP tend
to attend four-year colleges at
a higher percentage than lowSES who did not take AP
courses; low-SES students in
AP seemed to have higher
retention rates in college than
low-SES students in AP that
did not sit for the AP Exam;
students of low-SES who take
the AP Exam and score a “2”
on at least one AP Exam seem
to “experience positive
outcomes” (in college),
“including higher four-year
enrollment rates, first-year
GPAs, and retention rates.
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Edwards and Duggan (2012)

Data: AP report to the Nation (based on the Class of
2011); demographic trends; examples of Racial/Ethnic
Composition; presentation provides suggested data points
to school representatives
Method: N/A
Research Purpose: To share current trends and tools to
support equity and access to AP at the 2012 Annual AP
Conference

Edwards and Sawtell (2013)

Data: Data focuses on Hispanic AP Trends (Class of
2002-2012)
Method: N/A
Research Purpose: The purpose is to research the
Gateway Hypothesis (Hispanic students taking AP
Spanish and to examine the trends of Hispanic students
taking AP courses.

Godfrey, Wyatt, and Beard (2016)

Data: Two primary data sources: (1) database created by
the College Board that contains AP, SAT, and
PSAT/NMSQT scores, self-reported HSGPA, and
demographic information for students scheduled to
graduate from high school in 2007; (2) National Student
Clearinghouse (NSC); data were merged and used to
create samples in five subject areas: English, math,
science, social science/history, and world languages.
Matched pairs were required to have identical
racial/ethnicity codes, gender, and highest level of
parental education completed. Students = 23,416 in
English sample; 14,592 in math sample; 14,166 in science
sample; 25,634 in social science/history sample; 13,468 in
world language sample.
Method: Descriptive analyses on the matches (4
analyses); fifth analysis uses “a series of three logistic
regressions” for each outcome (e.g., college enrollment).

College Board Resources:
Equity and Access Initiatives;
National AP Equity
Colloquium; AP Fellows; AP
Spotlight on Success Stories;
Organizational Strategies for
Maximizing Equity and
Access in K-12 Schools; a
Self-Assessment for
Maximizing Equity and
Access in K-12 Schools;
Diversity Conferences; The
College Keys Compact;
National Office for School
Counselor Advocacy
(NOSCA)
The number of Hispanic
students taking AP
courses/exams has increased;
Hispanic and White graduates
participate in AP at the same
rate; there is a performance
gap between Hispanic and
White graduates scoring a 3 or
higher on the AP Exam.
“Students who take AP exams
tend to enroll in four-year
institutions of higher
education, persist to their
second year at that institution,
and then graduate (both within
four years and/or six years)
with a bachelor’s degree more
often than similar non-AP
exam takers with respect to
gender, race/ethnicity,
parental education level, and
PSAT/NMSQT scores.” This
trend seems to be consistent
even if AP Exam takers score
1 and 2 (not passing) and 3 or
higher (passing).

Research Purpose: The focus of the study is to explore
college outcomes for students who come from traditional
lower-income backgrounds, reporting a household income
of $30,000 or less, and who were awarded a fee reduction
to take one or more AP exams, compared to students with
a similar background and ability who did not participate
in an AP exam in that subject area or discipline.

1.6 OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH METHODS

I conducted a qualitative metasynthesis of primary research published between 2002
and 2021. This metasynthesis explored urban, underrepresented students’ and urban teachers’
experiences in the AP program, providing insight into their experiences within an AP
paradigm. Qualitative research is context-specific, but a metasynthesis is a flexible research
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tool that focuses on a “common experience” among differing qualitative studies. 67
Knowledge derived from one qualitative study was not appropriate to close the knowledge
gap on AP expansion. In a metasynthesis, however, individual studies “can be viewed
collectively to understand a larger picture.”68 Qualitative studies obtain qualitative data,
meaning that the data is student-centered/teacher-centered and representative of students’ and
teachers’ points of view.
The AP program has grown tremendously since federal legislation advocated it as an
education reform. Still, the increased numbers of AP course-takers do not convey the
experiences of the very students who the expansion targets—urban ethnic minority youth. A
metasynthesis of qualitative studies describing their and their teachers’ experiences provides
an important narrative that statistical data cannot.
1.7 FURTHER THOUGHTS
The AP expansion idea comes from a culture of poverty discourse. 69 This type of
discourse places the lack of resources and the challenging circumstances that perpetuate
academic failure onto the students and their families. Such discourse is a deficit narrative that
views urban students’ struggles with academic achievement as a problem that urban students
have brought upon themselves. The discourse “distorts” and “absolves” the “social
structures—governmental and institutional”––that have led to, created, and supported the
precarious environments and situations that envelop urban students’ and their families’

67
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lives.70 The AP expansion technically focuses on paying for AP exams: federal and state
monies will help pay for urban students’ exams because the assumption is that urban students
cannot afford such exams themselves. 71 Now that more Black and Brown students take the
course and the exam, the conversation shifts to how these students continue to fail the
exam.72 At least part of the answer to this quagmire is that AP access is imagined under a
deficit narrative, and the focus on low test scores continues to perpetuate that narrative.
Moreover, much of the academic research studying the expansion focuses on how minority
students fail the AP exam, thus raising questions about their abilities, rather than critiquing
the reform itself.
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CHAPTER 2

2.1 HISTORICAL CONTEXT: PAVING THE WAY FOR THE ADVANCED PLACEMENT (AP)
PROGRAM

The AP program started in the 1950s under the auspice of the fight against
communism. After the Soviet Union launched Sputnik, there were “public outcries”73 about
American schools’ quality of education. When the Soviet Union advanced its space program
with Sputnik’s launching, that technological event caused America to self-assess its
leadership role in the world and brought a new focus on American schools. The AP program,
and several other educational initiatives, emerged in this context. Because of the Cold War,
“the federal government became more involved in controlling the schools to meet national
goals.”74 The watershed event, the 1954 Supreme Court’s ruling in Brown v. Board of
Education of Topeka, is one example of the United States’ attempt to meet national goals
through education reform. In an attempt to curry favor with third-world countries to embrace
democracy and condemn communism, the United States made school segregation illegal in
an attempt “to position itself as the leading force against communism” and quell the
“negative foreign” reports about its “racial apartheid,” especially the reports on “torture and
lynching” of African Americans. 75 However, prior to the 1950s, the public largely ignored
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education; it was not a priority on the national level: “The public gave relatively little
attention to education as other issues...dominated the news.”76
Federal officials and public critics continued to tell educators what to do. 77 President
Eisenhower used the launching of Sputnik to demand education reform, specifically in
mathematics, science, and foreign languages. He framed education reform in the context of a
“cold war strategy”; fighting communism required “military power, technological
advancement, and specialized research and education.”78 The discovery of the gifted and
talented program was another education reform during this time because “the nation was
intensely concerned about the education of gifted students.”79 The new realization was that
America was lagging in educational achievement, it was no longer leading on the global
stage. Schools started offering more advanced courses after Sputnik, 80 and education
reformers began to focus on gifted and talented initiatives to reach the brightest students. 81
Professional educators arguably had control of the schools between the 1920s to
1950s,82 but “university scholars” criticized the “poor quality of American schools”83 during
this time frame. Education reform increasingly represented the interests of outsiders, not
educators, after Sputnik. The Soviet Union seemed to be winning the space race. America
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looked as if it “was losing the technological and military race” and “public schools were
blamed”84 because “the United States had no Sputnik or its equivalent then.”85 What was
America doing to prepare its best and brightest to lead the nation? Nothing was the
mainstream argument, especially if the Soviet Union could put a satellite into orbit, and the
United States had not. Spring writes, “These attacks on the public schools provided the
background for the most significant educational legislation of the 1950s.”86 It was in this
cultural climate that brought on the beginning of what is now called the College Board’s
Advanced Placement (AP) program.

2.2 THE HISTORY OF THE ADVANCED PLACEMENT (AP) PROGRAM

As it is today, the AP program was the result of two projects funded by The Ford
Foundation, a funding program called Fund for the Advancement of Education, or “the
Fund.”87 The Fund’s first project was interested in helping “able male high school students”
enter college early through “preinduction scholarships.” It was an arrangement between
Chicago, Columbia, Wisconsin, and Yale universities. The initiative yielded scholarships for
1,350 students. Educational Testing Service (ETS) 88 followed these students for research
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purposes, producing a 1957 report called They Went to College Early. The research was
“predominantly positive.”89 Importantly, early admission was not systemically adopted
primarily because secondary principals did not like losing their best and brightest students.
The second project was intended to situate students ahead in college. The College
Board did not conduct this project; instead, it was taken on by the Kenyon College president,
Gordon Keith Charlmers.90 Charlmers desired a test to measure advanced secondary students’
readiness for college-level courses. He was adamant that high school teachers could prepare
such students for these courses.
Both programs wanted to move “academically talented students ahead with their
education.”91 The easiest method to meet these students’ needs was to admit them early, also
known as early college admissions. The alternative became the 1955-56 Advanced Placement
program,92 a synthesis of the two projects.
As of December 2021, College Board described the AP program in these terms:

The Advanced Placement Program (AP) enables willing and academically prepared
students to pursue college-level studies while still in high school. The program
consists of college-level courses developed by the AP Program that high schools can
choose to offer, and corresponding exams that are administered once a year.93
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The critical phrase “willing and academically prepared students” has often been interpreted to
mean students designated as gifted and talented. However, the AP program was not
“designed specifically for the gifted.”94 AP fits into the gifted curriculum model based on
“acceleration principles.”95
To summarize, AP offers “differentiated curricula”96 for gifted and talented students.
Such courses offer high school students “college-level courses taught by secondary
teachers.”97 Students demonstrate their mastery of the course material with an end-of-year
exam in May. Exams are scored from 1–5, with 5 being the highest possible score. 98 College
Board’s website at the time of this writing said that colleges and universities set “their own
credit and placement policies, [but] AP scores signify how qualified students are to receive
college credit or placement.”99 The “credit” can be real college/university credit or being
placed in advanced courses once students enroll in college or both. 100 Figure 3 shows the AP
exam score and its college course grade equivalent:

94

Nugent and Karnes, “The Advanced Placement Program,” 30.

Joyce VanTassel-Baska and Elissa F. Brown, “An Analysis of Gifted Education Curriculum
Models,” in Methods and Materials for Teaching the Gifted, eds. Frances A. Karnes and Suzanne M. Bean, 3rd
ed., (Waco, TX: Prufrock Press, Inc., 2009), 75.
95

96

Nugent and Karnes, “The Advanced Placement Program,” 30.

97

Nugent and Karnes, “The Advanced Placement Program,” 31.

College Board, “Setting AP Exam Scores,” Score Setting and Scoring, last modified 2021, accessed
December 27, 2021, https://apcentral.collegeboard.org/courses/how-ap-develops-courses-and-exams/scoresetting-and-scoring. See also Nugent and Karnes, “The Advanced Placement Program.”
98

99

College Board, “Setting AP Exam Scores.”

100

Nugent and Karnes, “The Advanced Placement Program,” 31.

31

Figure 3: AP Exam Scores
Note: This is a picture of the College Board’s AP exam scores taken from its website.101

2.3 THE AP PROGRAM AND GIFTED AND TALENTED

College Board’s Advanced Placement (AP) program has roots connected to gifted and
talented education even though it was not originally designed for the gifted and talented
program. Gifted and talented programs manifested around the same time as AP from the
same exigence⎯Sputnik. Thus, gifted and talented programs became another initiative
addressing the needs of America’s brightest youth. As Van-Tassel-Baska explained, “It was
not until the Soviet Union launched Sputnik in 1957 that Americans began to embrace the
idea of identifying and challenging its most capable students.” 102 Schools started offering
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more advanced courses after Sputnik, and education reformers focused on gifted and talented
initiatives to reach academically advanced students.

2.3.a The Anomaly that the AP and Gifted and Talented Programs Share
Like many education reforms, AP mirrors the “American culture”103 of its time. The
1950s in American education are remembered for many changes, but equity and access to
quality education for all students were not part of that narrative. Gifted and talented were
qualities deemed for White students, not ethnically diverse students or students of color.
Another way of saying this point is that gifted and talented programs and AP courses tended
to have mostly White students. In her discussion on gifted and talented programs, Graham
explained, “Programs for gifted students were more likely to be found in districts with
affluent families or in large cities where White middle-class parents…still patronized the
public school system ….”104 Underrepresentation of Black and Brown children was and still
is a problem in gifted and talented and AP programs; White student access to and
representation in both programs is confirmed via several studies.105
Whiting and Ford described the common pattern of Black students’
“underrepresentation in Advanced Placement classes.”106 This underrepresentation in AP also
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mirrored Black students’ underrepresentation in gifted classes, too. Whiting and Ford found
the disparity was due to “the lack of AP courses in minority or low-income schools”; “the
lower number of AP course offerings in minority and low-income settings”; and “fewer types
of AP courses [are] offered in minority and low-income settings.”107 The authors cited
teachers and counsellors as supporters of these patterns because they served as “gatekeepers
because they frequently under refer Black students for screening and identification” for gifted
services.108 Being identified as gifted tends to place students on an academic trajectory to AP
classes.
Solórzano and Ornelas revealed similar findings for Chicana/Latina students. The data
from one district in California that “serve[d] a large population of Chicana/Latina students”
found that these students were “disproportionately underrepresented in AP district-wide.”109
The researchers also discovered that when Chicana/Latina students were the majority at a
school, they were still disproportionately enrolled in AP courses. The district’s enrollment in
1995-96 for Chicana/Latina students was 68%; only 45% of those students were enrolled in
AP courses.110 Using a Critical Race Theory framework, they found school structures to be
the primary cause blocking Chicana/Latina students’ access to AP.
Staiger examined Roosevelt High School, an urban high school in California, and its
gifted magnet program to understand how giftedness became associated with Whiteness.
Magnet programs were often used as desegregation tools, “designed to attract students
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through an enriched educational curriculum.”111 Under desegregation laws, Newtown Unified
School District (Newtown) added a magnet program “by the mid 1970s,”112 GROW, to
Roosevelt High School, a predominantly African American and Latino school, to encourage
Whites to attend the school (i.e., voluntary desegregation). The GROW magnet served gifted
and talented students and used an AP track for curriculum, but Staiger discovered that most
of the students identified as gifted were White. Students required parents’ and teachers’
referrals to be tested for gifted, but teachers rarely referred culturally diverse students.
Although Staiger’s findings were not uncommon,113 what was interesting about her research
was that the district promoted the school as an “urban success story of racial harmony and
academic success,” which was deceptive. 114 The mainstream narrative promoted by the
school was that Whites and Latinos and African Americans received the same academic
opportunities to participate in the gifted and talented program and take AP courses, which
was not the case. Staiger cited structural barriers like “within-school segregation”115 as
reasons for the lack of cultural diversity in gifted and AP classes. By analyzing participants’
interviews and classroom observations, Staiger’s findings revealed that students and faculty,
and staff’s actions emphasized that only the White students deserved the gifted label and thus
accessed the magnet program. Whiteness became synonymous with gifted and magnet
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programs, and the students in the GROW magnet believed they deserved the better, more
enriched education.
There is no systemic way to measure a child as gifted, so identifying a child as gifted
and talented is subjective. As Plucker and Peters explained, “The criteria for labeling students
as gifted are left to states,” meaning that states can value different criteria for gifted and
talented programs. A consequence of differing state policies also meant that “schools can
decide which students are the most in need of [an] additional challenge,” a decision that
reinforced the subjectivity of identifying gifted and talented students. 116 This process offered
one explanation for why there may be a lack of diversity in many gifted programs because
there is no systematic way of recognizing students as gifted. It did not explain why there are
so few talented minority students. However, Plucker and Peter had a theory: “Cultures
perceive, and manifest talents differently based on their own cultural values.”117 When
teachers come from different cultures than students, students from ethnically diverse cultures
rarely get identified as gifted and talented. Plucker and Peter noted that a “2016 study found
that Black students were significantly less likely to be referred by their teacher for gifted
services when their teacher was not Black.”118 That same research study also found that when
Black students were in a classroom with a Black teacher, their probability of being identified
for the gifted and talented program was equal to a White student with a White teacher. But a
Black student with a White teacher received “substantially lower” recognition for gifted
services by almost fifty percent. 119 The implication was that access to gifted services carries
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substantial weight. It meant that White students gained access to gifted services at
substantially higher rates than ethnically diverse students. It also meant that affluent parents
seemed to understand the power in the gifted and talented label and its long-term
ramifications. These parents seemed to know that a gifted and talented program represented a
kind of cultural capital that many people may not know. 120 These parents also seemed to
understand that gifted and talented services have long-term effects that can help set students
up for advanced academics later in the K-12 educational ladder.
Just as one set of students was labeled gifted, other students were not. The
underrepresented students who may be gifted but not identified experienced the opposite
effect of a child labeled as gifted. S/he did not get the gifted services, and this child may not
be on the academic track that aligns with more advanced classes in secondary education like
AP courses. Potentially, this child may be cut off from myriad opportunities because of a
teacher’s inability to recognize giftedness because of cultural differences. The enormity of
the stakes is high for such a child. It also speaks to the long-term effects of intersectional
oppression via Institutional racism.

2.3.b Assumptions about Intelligence
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AP courses and gifted and talented programs are used as pathways for segregating
students. Leonardo and Grubb called AP a “positive pathway” for students because this
academic track potentially comes with “additional resources.”121 They cited how AP and IB
(International Baccalaureate) programs “disproportionately enroll middle-class, White, and
Asian American students…, while racial minority students are underrepresented.” They
categorized this underrepresentation of “African American, Latino, and Southeast Asian
students” in positive pathways like AP as “second generation segregation.”122 The AP and
talented and gifted programs are nestled within the historical and philosophical arguments
about human intelligence.
2.3.b Flawed Science about Human Intelligence
Science and research were weaponized against specific population segments,
explicitly targeting people through racial lenses. The “persistent patterns” of economic and
social disparities between Whites and just about all other races speak to the stratification
theory, where only White elites control the “social distribution of resources.”123 The United
States has always had a divided and segregated society. The division has historically fallen
along racial lines along with economic resources.124
The weaponization of science and research against certain people is not new. Thomas
Jefferson did not think people of African descent had “intellectual capabilities” and made his

121

Leonardo and Grubb, Education and Racism, 99.

122

Leonardo and Grubb, Education and Racism, 99.

123

Omi and Winant, Racial Formation, 58.

124

There are no biological differences in the race of humans. Therefore, race and the belief that there
are differences in the different races of people is a social construct. See Christine Woyshner and Chara
Haeussler Bohan, introduction to Histories of Social Studies and Race: 1865-2000, ed. Christine A. Woyshner
and Chara Haeussler Bohan (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 3: “Although race is socially constructed
and the majority of modern researchers believe it does not exist scientifically, genetically, or biologically as
originally intended, race has been and remains a powerful force in American society.”

38

doubt public in the late 1700s.125 By the middle 1800s, “the idea that some ‘races’ are
superior to others had become the ‘conventional wisdom’ by ‘respected scientists like Samuel
Morton.’” These scientists published writings and articles that made traction with the general
public: “Racist ideas were taught in universities, preached in pulpits, and reinforced in books,
magazines, and newspapers.”126 By 1857, the idea that some people were not humans, but
property resonated through the United States Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision.
The most critical element in this discussion is that social scientists planted the seed
about who and what constituted inferiority and intelligence. Their deficit narratives gained
traction and proliferated through various types of media, regardless that the information was
false or proven unscientific. Once the seed was planted, it grew under the right elements, and
it never went away entirely. The other danger of the proliferation of fake science is that
policies generated from these falsities.127
The danger in these publications is the substantial traction they made with the general
public, so much so that these types of thinkers and their problematic narratives resurface time
and time again. Deficit thinking is cultivated by the “intellectual and scholarly climate of the
times.”128 When deficit thinking reappeared in the early 1900s, its manifestation was in the
form of tests, specifically the IQ test. National examinations had not been created in the
United States at this time, and education leaders thought there should be a way to sort
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people.129 In the context of school, education reformers thought “students of different abilities
and motivations” needed different curriculums. 130 The United States’ military also desired a
sorting mechanism as the country entered World War I. It needed to determine who qualified
as officers, workers, or recruits unfit to serve. So, the military asked for help from a group of
professors to “solve this national problem.” The Army Alpha became the first standardized
test to measure “innate intelligence.”131 With some tweaks, it espoused a new kind of
test⎯the Intelligence Quotient or IQ tests. The IQ test creators, Robert Yerkes of Harvard
and Lewis Terman of Stanford and H.H. Goddard of the Vineland Institute said, “The test
would determine accurately...the native intelligence of young adults.”132 Like similar racist
ideas that turn to policy, the IQ tests immediately became “a tool for racial classification,”
confirming the “racial superiority of Anglo-Americans” simultaneously confirming the
beliefs of Thomas Jefferson.133 By the mid-1920’s, social scientist Carl Brigham developed
the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT), which became the gatekeeper for college and university
admissions.134 Tests adoption in public schools followed shortly after and were used to help
educators make policies about the types of curriculum students should access. The tests
seemed to reify the idea that children from lower economic and social classes should be
assigned a vocational track.
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In contrast, upper social class students were deemed to be the more intelligent
students and were therefore ushered into the college preparatory track. 135 It did not take long
before the idea of tracking became racialized. Terman believed that the “racial stocks” of the
brightest children, the gifted children were northern and western European (like his origins)
and Jewish people.136
The genetic pathology model of deficit thinking, a phrase coined by Richard Valencia,
held firm between 1890 to 1930. 137 By the time World War I was ending, the high school
population was growing, and the curriculum changed. Terman’s IQ test was used to
administer education reform. Terman saw educational tracking as separating homogenous
groups for their social and working positions for the future. He believed the tests could not
only determine who was brightest, but it could help determine the “vocational fitness” for
some students.138
When the curriculum that is chosen has implications on students’ lives, the
curriculum becomes a form of power, but “power ...enacted through knowledge.”139 In
Leonardo and Grubb’s discussion of knowledge, they connected knowledge to textbooks,
describing how textbooks and educational resources frame narratives about ethnic minorities,
representing a favorable or deficit lens. I use “knowledge” as the gateway to information that
students can enact agency. Students use knowledge to access other resources and
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opportunities like post-secondary institutions, opportunities beyond manual labor, or lowwage, low-skill jobs. In the case of Mexican Americans and the Los Angeles school district,
those educators used “racialized perceptions of students”140 coupled with a test to determine
the type of school these students deserved. Vocational tracks were typically “watered-down
academic offerings” geared towards “occupational groupings.”141 These tracks created a
“hierarchy … which rank[ed] students,”142 and in this case, led Mexican American students
to specific opportunities that severed other optional and potentially higher socio-economic
opportunities. Valencia did not, however, think intelligence tests would have stopped this
trauma because deficit thinking was “embedded” into “American social thought.”143 The role
of the test legitimized deficit thinking and therefore legitimized White elites’ ways of
thinking about others who differed in race and socioeconomic status.
These models of deficit thinking by social scientists have been contested and
debunked by researchers. However, it never fails that this type of thinking manifests again “in
varying degrees, in contemporary educational thought and practice.”144 Richard Herrnstein
and Charles Murray’s 1994 The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American
Life is ranked by Valencia and Solórzano as “the most sustained treatises on genetic
pathology deficit thinking ever published.”145 Historian and urban educator Jack Washington
called it a “pernicious study” that became “part of the academic discourse on college and
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university campuses across the nation,”146 metastasizing the academy with lies and bias,
legitimizing deficit narratives about Blacks particularly and ethnic minorities in general. Part
of the legitimacy people gave the work, argued Washington, was that one of the investigators
was a “Harvard professor.”147 Hence, people gave credence to one of the authors because of
the assumptions about an elite university.
Based on IQ tests, Herrnstein and Murray’s text argued, “cognitive differentiation
among Americans” within and between racial groups. High IQs, typically Whites, lead to
greater social mobility and had “desirable behaviors,” while low IQs, typically Blacks, were
in a lower social class and were at “substantial risk for possessing undesirable behaviors.”148
The preface of Black Education: A Transformative Research and Action Agenda for the New
Century explained that The Bell Curve hypothesized “something lacking in Black students, in
their motivation to achieve, in Black people’s cultural practice or worse, that [there is]
something congenitally defective in ‘Blackness,’” so Black people are inherently deficient. 149
In other words, The Bell Curve emphasized that nothing could help Blacks debunk this
argument, so they can only take their rightful positions in the lower rungs of society.
Several Black scholars “challenged mainstream (i.e., White) conceptions of race.”
Intellectual and social activists like W.E.B. Du Bois, Alain Locke, Kelly Miller, William
Monroe Trotter, and Anna Julia Cooper fought the “biologistic racism of their White
contemporaries” with the power of the pen and their intelligence.150 Unfortunately, their
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scholarship did not make the radical headway that the lies of biologistic racists did for the
very reason these scholars were deemed deficient⎯because they were Black. It took White
scholars debunking social scientific falsities to “make headway in the ‘mainstream’ social
sciences.”151 Mainstream America ignored the scholarship of Black scholars.
The history of the eugenics movement is connected to America’s idea of which
students should be served in gifted and talented programs and/or placed in AP courses. The
idea of gifted human beings, argued Selden, is premised on a belief in a “hierarchically
ordered society.”152 Selden suggested that identifying a person as gifted and talented was still
a social construct. That construct is replicated when educators think only certain students
should be exposed to gifted programs and AP courses. These constructs represented a specific
belief about a person with a label. 153 It is no more than a “social reality” that is created, but to
debunk myths and lies of eugenics, people must be able to “understand [how] such social
fictions are constructed.”154 Teaching how and why social constructions are created and
supported is not easily taught or understood, so these myths tend to stay alive because it
empowers specific groups of people. 155
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2.4 ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT THE AP PROGRAM

Schools are contested spaces, mainly because many people and organizations
continuously act upon them. There are unintended consequences when educational reform is
imposed on schools. Cohen and Mehta discussed some of the 1950s and 1960s curriculum
reforms (not AP) launched after Sputnik as examples of failed reforms. 156 In their discussion,
they were not citing AP as a failed reform because it was a niche reform, education reform
for a small segment of students. 157 From their findings, most curriculum reforms failed
because teachers did not see the curriculum changes as necessary, or teachers did not know
how to implement the curriculum change into actual classroom practice. Schools could not
help teachers make many instructional transformations work. Therefore, Cohen and Mehta
labeled most curriculum reforms between 1950 and 1960 as failures. 158
There is a cost to be paid when education reforms are launched, but who pays that
cost and to what extent can be abstract or unclear. Perhaps this lack of transparency is by
design. If a policy’s opaqueness is intense, it may be hiding other flaws, other alternate
narratives that the imposer does not want people to see. In other words, policies have
“official...and unofficial stories”159 worth interrogating.
Alternatively, another way of examining policy means that there is a dominant
narrative about the policy and a more subtle narrative that demands research. The “valuable
research” of a policy examines the effects of policy implementation on peoples’ lived
experiences. Researchers must study enacted policy “on the ground” because the effects of
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the policy are “far more complex than they initially appear.”160 Once a policy, including
education policy, is enacted, it changes significantly in some way, if for no other reason
because “schools are complex places.”161 The first step is for the researcher to “unearth
common assumptions”162 about the policy, to extract pertinent information that may not be
obvious with a surface-level reading.
The College Board’s Advanced Placement (AP) program has several un-interrogated
assumptions that warrant discussion. Most of the AP research has been done by its maker the
College Board, which means the official story, the story with the most traction about AP is
primarily laudatory. Only recently has “independent research on the College Board’s
program” begun to surface.163 Because there was a lag in time between College Board’s
research and independent research, the AP program’s reputation is in a constant state of flux.
Because of the AP program’s elite connections, the program has become a “mark of
academic prestige.”164 More current AP publications remind readers that AP was for
academically strong students who were already enrolled in high performing schools. In some
cases, these students were enrolled at prestigious schools. Warne described the program as
“advanced academic content...[for] high-achieving high school students.”165 Finn and Scanlan
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argued that the AP program was “explicitly intended for the strongest students at top high
schools.”166 In the 1950s, the most influential schools were predominantly White, and the
only students attending these schools were White. Therefore, the AP program became
associated with wealthy White elites who happened to be labeled gifted. Schools that had an
AP program benefited from this mark of distinction because the AP brand gave their schools’
credence that it was a high-performing, high-ranking school for White elites.167
Critics have charged the AP program with “institutional racism” because the program
and institutions that supported the program ignored, overlooked, or disregarded underserved
communities of color.168 In the 1960s and 1970s, AP was only in the “wealthiest independent
schools and the high schools in affluent suburbia.”169 The program remained a “rarity” in
urban public education.170 The demographics of participation began to change in the 1980s
and 1990s, along with the demand for access and equity. Schools were fast to adopt AP
because of what AP represented. Parents thought that if their children participated in an AP
program, it gave them a chance to compete with “students at elite schools.”171 AP
credentialing also drew the attention of colleges and universities. Elite high schools seemed
to have a relationship with prestigious post-secondary institutions, and many of the students
had AP credentials. Schools that were not as competitive thought the AP credentialing would
give their students a competitive edge in the college application process, especially with
prestigious post-secondary institutions.
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The AP program’s background information and growth propelled several assumptions
that are now part of the official AP story. These assumptions are ubiquitous, and people tend
to readily assume they are correct because the assumptions are so frequently associated with
the AP program in general. These assumptions are worth interrogating for their potential to
unearth an unofficial story of the program and its policy implications. I argue that AP
struggles as an appropriate education reform policy for urban schools within the unofficial
story.
Assumption 1: The AP Program is a Good Fit for Gifted and Talented Students
The AP program started as a possibility for gifted and talented students. References to
AP being an appropriate match for “high ability” or “strong” students or references to the
program as advanced academics (i.e., “Advanced”) suggest that AP offers challenging course
material and is designed for students with potential or experience in academic rigor or
advanced coursework. These assumptions are part of the AP branding, and it is a marketing
tool that helps the program’s growth. Schneider cited a dean’s observations about the
program: “Just the presence of an advanced placement course on the transcript is enough [for
admission].”172
The AP program offers a different curriculum, a curriculum that matches the “unique
needs of gifted students,”173 Nugent and Karnes argued. Their research discussed the history
and current role of the AP and International Baccalaureate (IB) programs for gifted learners.
The researchers reminded readers that neither programs “were designed specifically for the
gifted,” but they did offer strengths that benefit gifted learners. 174 Their work supported some
of the AP program’s positives, like the teachers’ professional development. They cited the
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program’s growth in its course offerings, suggesting the program seeks to improve its course
availability routinely. Nugent and Karnes also cited the Pre-AP program, another College
Board program that helps with AP Vertical Teams.175 The vertical team concept offered
“ongoing staff-development training and curricular planning among content-area teachers in a
feeder system.”176 It is a curriculum for lower grades to prepare students for AP courses in
secondary institutions. Finally, they cited three research studies that suggested when students
score a three or better on AP exams, they were prepared for “upper-level college courses” and
did not experience adverse effects from AP in high school. The second study argued that
students who took AP science in high school continued more intensive knowledge in that
same field when students matriculated to college. Finally, a third study suggested that
students taking upper-level college or university courses had better “average grades” than
students taking pre-requisite courses. Nugent and Karnes’ research shed a positive light177 on
the AP program, and their research does not significantly differ from the narrative of the
College Board.
Reality 1: The AP Program Is Not Necessarily the Best Fit for Gifted and Talented
Students
The unofficial story not frequently explored is that the AP program may not be the
best fit for gifted learners, even though it offers advanced studies. A reflective essay by Davis
provided some insight into this paradox. Davis taught gifted and talented students for five
years at DeSoto High in DeSoto, TX, where his school offered gifted and AP English
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courses. He argued that AP focused too narrowly on an academic discipline, while gifted
learners needed more than just an advanced course in a content area. He found AP to be too
limiting because it focused on a “structured set of skills and academic challenges,” but those
skills tended to be the only focus, and that the curriculum’s narrowness was a problem for
gifted students. In the gifted English classes by contrast, students studied different genres that
reflected “cultural world views”; students examined “socio-political biases”; students have
opportunities to construct plays, they examined literature through “diverse American cultures
in depth.”178 AP courses were too rigid for this type of curriculum. Finally, he emphasized the
need for character development in course work because gifted students can exhibit “amoral
behavior [that] can be...catastrophic.”179 Independent study courses allowed students to
research areas of interest and creativity that are not part of the traditional AP English
curriculum precisely because of a test. In short, AP can be too narrow for gifted students, but
he thought AP deserved an appropriate place in the curriculum; it should be offered to
students in conjunction with, not excluding, gifted and talented courses.
Like Davis, Gallagher found AP to be inadequate for gifted and talented learners. AP
is a form of acceleration because it offered college courses to high school students. However,
he said, “No one recommends a steady diet of didactic instruction for gifted students.”180 AP
is for acceleration. However, it may not be the best type of acceleration for gifted students.
Gallagher found AP courses to be over-reliant on lecture because of the wealth of information
teachers must cover to prepare for the exams. Again, the focus on the singular exam reoccurs
as a problem for both researchers on gifted education. Gallagher cited the low passing rates
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on the AP exams as another problem, suggesting that AP has lowered standards, or students
are inadequately prepared, or it suffered from “hasty implementation.”181 He argued that
when students load their schedules with AP classes, or when schools launched more AP
courses, students missed out on other significant experiences like “immersion in higher-order
thinking, independent research, interdisciplinary study, field work, creative out-of-the-box
thinking, or deep specialization.”182
Both Gallagher and Davis found AP to be too narrow to support gifted learners’
needs. Such narrowness hinders gifted and talented students from nurturing creativity, and
participation in interdisciplinary studies are examples of missed opportunities when students
are only funneled into AP courses. Gallagher emphasized that AP “is often the only option
available for gifted high school students.”183 In such a context, it is easy for one to see that
AP and gifted and talented became synonymously linked not because they work well together
but because AP maybe the single option for gifted and talented. It raises the question, what
could educators be doing other than AP to enhance bright students’ intellectual experiences?
Assumption 2: The AP Classroom Offers a Quality Experience
Research on the quality of an AP program tended to emphasize how well students
score on AP exams. Some research examined students’ grades in higher-level college courses
to see how students compared to others that did not take AP courses in high school. The first
group of AP students went to college in the fall of 1954; about one-third of that group
“finished in the top one-sixth of their class at the end of their freshman year.”184 This 1954
data suggested that students gleaned “something” from their AP coursework, that helped
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them stay afloat or remain in the top tier in their college classes. People tend to assume that
quality teaching and learning is experienced in an AP course. Such assumptions take for
granted that all AP experiences may not be alike.
There is research to suggest that AP teachers have an academic expertise that differs
from many high school teachers. 185 This expertise garners favoritism in schools to support an
AP program. Sadler’s research suggested that AP teachers experienced “amenities” not
available to most teachers. His research examined science courses explicitly, but his opening
essay discussed institutional bonuses that teachers may experience in general. It is important
to note that all teachers of AP do not necessarily receive these amenities, but his point was
that these amenities do exist in connection with the AP program at some schools: “Higher
levels of administrative support”; “extra compensation to teachers whose students pass the
AP exam”; “faster pace” coursework; and “fewer students.”186 AP programs, and by
extension, the teachers and students, received other favorable accommodations not
experienced by students not enrolled in the program.
Reality 2: The AP Classroom Can Dramatically Differ; Context Matters
AP is more accessible in schools than in previous years. At one time, it was rare to
find AP classes available in urban schools; AP primarily served elite private and suburban
schools.187 Now that AP has become a national education reform, there is scant research on
how urban teachers and students internalized and participated in AP programs, the target
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setting of AP expansion as an education reform. Hallett and Venegas explored AP
implementation at low-income urban schools. Their work offered insight when a “policy is
implemented on the ground.”188
Hallet and Venegas argued that the “quality of experiences in the AP
classroom” was contingent on several integrated factors: “quality of teacher preparation,
school resources, and previous knowledge of the students.”189 The three factors are
symbiotic, meaning all three are continuously connected to provide an array of
experiences. Moreover, these factors also meant that one cannot exist without the
other. Looking at several low-income high schools in Los Angeles with high poverty
rates based on free/reduced lunch program, they found four critical factors in the data:

(a) students from low-income and minority backgrounds took AP courses when given

the opportunity; (b) students participated in end-of-course AP exams; however, the
passing rate was low; (c) students received dramatically lower scores on the AP
exams when compared to grades received in AP courses; and (d) students reported a
low quality of AP class experience. 190
I wanted to explicitly discuss points “c” and “d” because they address assumption two. They
also helped to explain lower passing rates on the exam for students of color, a popular
discussion since the AP expansion. 191 In Hallett and Venegas’ research, students said their
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teachers were not prepared or motivated to teach an AP course in the interviews. For
example, the AP statistics teacher did not teach statistics. Another example is where a
Hispanic male shared that his school had only one first-year English teacher who attempted to
teach AP English. Students also cited that the class material did not match the exam. 192
Compared to the low passing rate on the exam, the higher grades in the course were
interpreted to mean teachers had low expectations. Teachers did not try to teach the more
rigorous coursework, but instead provided easier tasks that earned higher grades. They
provided more accessible work to be “nice.” These teachers did not create an environment of
high expectations.193 The research attested to several structural barriers that prevent ethnic
minority students from success in an AP course or on the AP exam even though open access
to AP courses was available. There seems to be a shared understanding that an AP course on
a transcript meant that students shared the same experience. When students take an AP
course, it is believed they experienced a rigorous course, a college-level course. Hallett and
Venegas’ research has problematized this assumption.
When College Board did its research in 2002 on AP teachers’ characteristics, they
found that teachers in predominantly ethnic minority schools had the least amount of
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experience teaching AP. 194 Novice teachers can significantly impact the classroom
experience. However, research showed that having a “qualified” teacher with strong content
knowledge can impact the classroom more effectively.195 If schools that served
predominantly ethnic minority youth have more ineffective teachers, the AP expansion does
not address this problem.
Assumption 3: AP Courses Give Students a “Leg Up” on College
Admission; Students Who Take AP Are College and Career Ready
One popular disclosure about taking AP courses is the opportunity to earn college
credit while in high school. This credit is considered a “tangible benefit” of the AP
program.196 Students could earn the credit to reduce the number of courses they had to take
for a college degree, potentially reducing tuition costs in the long term. For example, research
in James Conant’s 1961 book Slums and Suburbs shared that about half of the students
entering Harvard who experienced AP courses had almost ten percent of these students
conferred as second-year students. Contextually, Harvard, and several other Ivy League
universities, accepted the “largest number of students with AP courses on their transcripts,”197
giving the AP program more credibility for increasing the chances of getting into prestigious
universities.
Reality 3: AP Students’ Advantages May Conceal Other Contextual Factors
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“Curricular status” also meant that having AP courses on the transcript equated to
gaining favor with colleges and universities, especially the elite colleges and universities.
Gallagher criticized this type of favoritism from colleges and universities, arguing that AP
was never a focus on students but a focus on colleges. Gallagher wrote, “From the start, the
AP program was for colleges; early access to college credit was an incentive to encourage
students to enroll in college. Students get credit, colleges get students, everyone benefits.”198
As stated before, Gallagher’s first criticism of the AP program was its curricular narrowness;
it focused too much on the May exam. However, the image of top universities accepting AP
students is a luring but common presentation. People who may not interrogate AP students
and their connections to elite schools might assume that taking AP courses puts students in
favor of elite colleges. It is a common assumption that “taking an AP course signals to
college and university admissions officers that a student is prepared for college level work”
or that they are college ready. 199
People may not see the social networking among counselors and teachers with
administrators and admissions officers at elite colleges and universities. There is also a kind
of social networking happening in public schools between staff and students. This can explain
why some students are pushed or recommended for AP and others are not. A connection to an
elite college may be more complex than just having AP on the transcript; other factors may
be ignored or concealed.
Research also indicated that colleges and universities have unique relationships with
counselors in schools that relationship extended to AP students. The perception that colleges
and universities prefer AP students could be an orchestrated connection rather than a genuine
one. Weis et al.’s research discussed how “counselors have established connections to college
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admissions personnel” and students, in connection to these counselors, “tend to fare better in
the college admissions process, a fact that belies the instantiation of privilege and its
reproduction.”200 When parents and students see colleges’ preferential treatment of AP
students, they may not see what is masked⎯a “middle-man” in the form of a counselor that
connected the college and the student, not necessarily the AP course. Weis et al. called this
college admissions process a “method”201 to gaining favoritism from post-secondary
institutions. Weis et al. explored the open access to AP courses only to find that
“counselors...have a hand in shaping curricular offering and then directing students in course
selection,202“ so open access is theoretically open on paper and not in reality.
Tyson’s research interrogated the open access AP phenomenon in racially diverse
schools. Like researchers Hallett and Venegas, Tyson examined how open AP access as
an implemented policy was complex in spaces like school. She found that even with the open
access mantra, counselors and teachers continued to “serve as gatekeepers in the [class]
placement process.” Tyson explained:

[Counselors’ and teachers’] recommendations guide students’ selections and their
signature often are required for enrollment in advanced courses... . In particular,
input from educators and school administrators continues to play a key role in the
courses students take.203

AP and gifted classes have always been part of a tracking system. And, both AP and gifted
tend to create “racialized tracking patterns” where the school structure (i.e., counselors,
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teachers, administrators) “sustains the [racialized] patterns,”204 creating a culture of racialized
winners and losers. White students tend to be winners, but Black and ethnic minority students
tend to be losers. The culture of the school can support a racialized tracking system. Tyson
argued that when students continuously see White students in the AP track, it sends a “visual
image of racialized achievement.” That image perpetuates the “myth of Black inferiority,”
and the image helps explain “how and why youth associate academic achievement with
Whiteness.”205 The takeaway from Tyson’s research is that AP courses tend to be White
because school structures make them so. If elite colleges and universities tend to favor
students because of their AP credentialing, they are also favoring primarily White students
because schools have intentionally set up the process whereby White students earn the AP
credentialing. In contrast, when students do not have AP courses on their transcript, people
assume that the students may not be interested in advanced course offerings, which may not
be an accurate assumption. More to the point, though, it could be that individual students
were denied the opportunity to AP courses because of human decisions beyond their control.
The AP expansion looks like a democratic move for altruistic purposes with a cursory
examination. Unfortunately, other troubling factors make the AP expansion look more like a
marketing tool than an equity tool.

2.5 CRITICISM OF THE AP PROGRAM

Access is more than being present, and AP access alone cannot change systemic
inequalities. Hallett and Venegas’ research argued that the “quality of experiences in the AP
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classroom” is contingent on several integrated factors: “quality of teacher preparation, school
resources, and previous knowledge of the students.”206 The three factors are symbiotic,
meaning all three are continuously connected to provide an array of experiences for students.
Moreover, it also means one cannot exist without the other. Their research emphasized the
need for context. For students of color in urban schools, measuring success was complicated.
Although low-income urban students were taking AP courses in Hallett and Venegas’ study,
access by itself was only one piece of a complex problem for them. The research attested to
several structural barriers that prevent ethnic minority students from success in an AP course
or an AP exam even though open access to AP courses was available.
Suneal Kolluri published several scholarly articles that problematized the AP
expansion to ethnically diverse students, chronicling his concerns in multiple publications.
Still, his opinion piece in Education Week called for the AP program to change its curriculum
to meet the needs of ethnically diverse learners precisely because the current focus on diverse
learners’ failure rate on AP exams pivoted the blame on to those students rather than reflected
the potential shortcomings of the AP program. He cited “popular arguments”207 that have
been critical of the AP expansion to ethnically diverse and lower socioeconomic students.
These arguments can be summarized: these students lack the necessary motivation and/or are
underprepared, or the curriculum has to be “dumbed down” for these students to experience
success.208 The “troubling statistics” cited by many of these publications came from “deficitbased assumptions about the academic abilities and aspirations of students from historically
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marginalized communities.” Kolluri proposed that it may not be these students who lack
ability, but rather the AP curricula cannot “speak to the realities of [these students’]
communities and cultures.” Kolluri suggested that schools look at offering an AP ethnic
studies course, a course with “culturally inclusive curricula” that spoke to ethnically diverse
students, citing a 2016 Stanford University study that found tangible benefits to ethnic studies
courses.209 Kolluri’s concern was that the AP program was an inadequate match for the very
students the program is trying to reach through expanded access.
The College Board seemingly understood that access alone may not level the playing
field because in one scholarly essay, one of the College Board’s researchers acknowledged
that the quality of the teacher is a key determining factor in an effective AP class. 210 Quality
teaching is not, however, an argument that the College Board emphasized, perhaps because it
offered AP training as a way of addressing teacher quality. The other issue was that the AP
program expansion to more diverse students was done under an umbrella of several
assumptions, some of which have already been mentioned. As people buy into these
assumptions, other troubling narratives emerge.
Widespread criticisms about the AP expansion were the dumbing down of AP courses
or the lowering of the AP program’s standards.211 If more ethnically diverse students passed
the exam, then people suggested that “the College Board…lowered its standards for
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passing.”212 In discussing the AP exam performance of minorities, Lichten wrote, “AP results
for minority students are disturbing,”213 suggesting that the quality of the AP programs
declined because AP courses were “flooded by the deluge of badly qualified, ill-informed and
poorly motivated followers” because the “program becomes less selective and quality
declines.”214
Camara et al. responded to Lichten in August, two months after Lichten’s
publication. Camara et al.’s research condemned Lichten’s argument to keep AP excluded,
arguing that restricting AP access would not increase the quality of an AP course. In part,
Camara et al.’s argument acknowledged that the quality of teachers is pivotal in the AP
course experience: “Teacher quality and student preparedness are important factors that also
influence quality.”215 The discussion between Lichten’s and Camara et al.’s argument
highlighted the need to hear from ethnically diverse students and teachers about their
experience of AP under the expansion. There is a need to foreground the voices of the very
students and educators the AP program targets.

2.6 HISTORY OF AMERICAN EDUCATION REFORM

Gifted and AP programs were education reforms attempting to address the country’s
specific needs in the 1950s. Historical context helps situate both programs as a call to action
for a problem framed by the United States president and his/her constituents. That framing
process is essential; framing problems often leads to legislative policies that attempt to serve
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as corrective measures. Education policies are the fruits of these legislative practices,
ushering education reforms to address education dilemmas. Education reforms go back as late
as the 1830s with initiatives launched with “Horace Mann and his allies.”216 However, for the
sake of this discussion on AP as education reform, I will only discuss reforms that were
pertinent to secondary education and those that have had explicit and implicit connections to
the AP program.
Since the 1950s, suggested McGuinn, the United States’ federal government has
involved itself in education because of three key ideas: “racial injustice”; “national security”;
“economic[s].”217 These three themes continued to re-emerge over time. States tended to be
more measured about federal participation. Historically, America saw education as a local
issue in need of local control. 218 United States policymakers continued to interject in
education because states failed or refused to implement a national policy with fidelity. To
encourage or entice states to “embrace national goals,” the federal government often used
money for “leverage.”219
The launching of Sputnik precipitated a national crisis, and this crisis was the
exigence for AP and gifted education programs, but McGuinn considered Sputnik the second
crisis. He suggested that the first national crisis “centered on race and segregation,” with the
Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown decision requiring desegregation of schools. In response,
states, especially southern states, “engaged in ‘massive resistance,’” but the federal
government responded with “all three branches” working together to “take concerted action”

216

Cohen and Mehta, “Why Reform Sometimes Succeeds,” 645.

217
Patrick McGuinn, “From ESEA to NCLB: The Growth of the Federal Role and the Shift to
Accountability,” in The Every Student Succeeds Act: What It Means for Schools, Systems, and States, ed.
Frederick M. Hess and Max Eden (Cambridge: Harvard Education Press, 2017), 13–14.

McGuinn, “From ESEA to NCLB.” See also Cohen and Mehta, “Why Reform Sometimes
Succeeds,” 652.
218

219

McGuinn, “From ESEA to NCLB,” 14.

62

to force states to comply.220 Under this context, the federal government saw race and national
security as a central focus for education. McGuinn framed the third crisis as an economic
concern when President Lyndon Johnson launched his “war on poverty” campaign during the
1960s.221 During Johnson’s political milieu is where I started the discussion on the history of
education reform.

2.6.a Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965
President Lyndon Johnson saw schools as the “key to social mobility,”222 but
resource-deprived schools could not help its citizens. In response to this perceived problem,
“Congress passed ESEA in an effort to break the cycle of intergenerational poverty by
directing federal funds to schools that served high concentrations of low-income children.”223
The passing of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) also brought Title
programs to schools, with Title I as its most significant contribution because of money. Five
additional titles were part of the legislation “directed toward helping districts and states
implement reforms.”224 After the passing of ESEA, “each congressional district in the country
was assured some federal money through Title I, which paid for ‘compensatory education’
programs for children in low-income areas.”225 Title I targeted communities with a “high
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concentration of low-income families by raising per-pupil expenditures.”226 The driving idea
was that students in these schools required “special methods and greater expenses.”227
Through ESEA and its Title VI legislation, the U.S. Office of Education could
leverage desegregation in schools. With the passing of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Title
VI (via ESEA), the federal government could “cut off federal funds intended for school
districts that violated the Civil Rights Act” if schools maintained segregation. 228 States were
eager for federal money, but monies could be withheld if schools did not desegregate.
Through ESEA, President Johnson was able to bridge “school desegregation and federal aid
to education.”229
A criticism of ESEA, argued Spring, was that it never addressed the “social and
economic system[s] that had created poverty”230 in the first place, so the legislation never
addressed the proliferation of social, political, or institutional structures that helped poverty
increase. Spring called the framing of this policy “blaming the victim” because it placed “the
responsibility for poverty on the shoulders of the poor” and not on the “economic system
that…produced poverty.”231 In other words, it was a policy using the language of a deficit
narrative. Title I eventually turned into No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in 2001,232 but it has
not shed this criticism of using a deficit lens to frame problems it has attempted to solve. 233
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2.6.b The Standards Movement

President Johnson was a Democrat, but by the 1980s the American public elected a
conservative Republican, Ronald Reagan, who along with his constituents, thought the
federal government had overreached its boundaries in education under democratic leadership.
Reagan’s legislation was the Education Consolidation and Improvement Act (ECIA) of 1981
which, “dramatically reform[ed] many provisions of ESEA,” specifically by reducing
“federal funding for education by almost 20 percent” and allowing states more autonomy. 234
Thus, the federal response began to move away from a focus on equity to one of
accountability.235
America’s failure in educating its citizens became a popular argument once again
after the Reagan administration published a scathing report, A Nation at Risk. Spring wrote,
“The report blamed schools for weakness in America’s ability to compete in global
markets.”236 With the media’s help, the report also created the failing public school
narrative.237 It is important to note that the report A Nation at Risk was problematic in
substance. Graham cited “dubious research” and “wildly overblown” rhetoric with its
“erroneous prose,” for example.238 The report framed the narrative of America’s failure to
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educate children as an act of war. 239 The report also connected America’s failed education to
its economic health.240 The federal government’s response to the report was to issue “policy
after policy seeking to address the perceived failures of schools by increasing accountability
measures.”241 To summarize, the keyword “accountability” paved the way for a push towards
standards, also known as the standards movement.
The Reagan administration introduced the concept of “free-market idealism,” also
known as Reaganomics, into education. Under Reagan, school reform included “vouchers,
charters, homeschooling, alternative teacher certification, and standardized test,” along with a
“decrease [in] social spending” and deregulation of “governmental control over public
sectors.”242 Legislatures used the media to garner support for these education reforms. The
media played an essential role by framing neoliberal solutions as a “natural” response to
public education’s problems.243
The purpose of neoliberals was to “limit government’s role in society by believing
that it was always more efficient for individuals and corporations to make decisions within
competitive markets free of governmental regulation.”244 Under neoliberal ideas, education
became an “economic and individualistic” product influenced by capitalism. Keywords
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became staples under a neoliberal regime: “choice, competition, markets, productivity,
return-on-investment, deregulation, standardization, accountability, and efficiency.”245 Here
is the danger: competition is antithetical to “public and democratic institutions.”246 “Most
major corporations are anything but democratic,” said Apple.247 The result is that profits
become more important than people; people become collateral damage under this
philosophy.248

2.6.c The “Reaganomics” in AP

Although a nonprofit organization, the College Board has been charged with
neoliberal practices in education. It has gained increased revenue based on the number of AP
tests it sold, not the number of students who passed. Lacy argued that the College Board did
exhibit a “corporate mentality” by pursuing “excess revenue, or profit in the business
world.”249 He argued that the leadership of the College Board also showed the optics of
neoliberal practices. From 1999 to 2012, 250 former president Gaston Caperton came from the
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political and business world with financial management experience but had no
“administrative or teaching experience in secondary or higher education.”251 The College
Board’s current CEO, David Coleman, was one of the writers of the Common Core
Standards,252 giving him ties to a vast number of corporate agents who have supported the
public school failure narrative and promoted the charter school movement. Finally, Scott and
DiMartino found partnerships between the College Board and some “private sector
organizations involved in school reform.” The schools that were part of these liaisons
received services like access to the College Board’s AP curriculum and other services like
logo design by graphic designers. The College Board’s brand became a part of the
advertisement of these schools. 253
DeBray connected the influence of conservative think tanks to the Reagan era. 254 For
instance, the Fordham Institute and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation are “heavily
involved in shaping educational policy” with the College Board.255 Media platforms and
seemingly experts on educational policy have made efforts to control the narrative about
neoliberal policies; therefore, the Reagan administration’s decisions continue to impact
education reform in the 21st century. The point is that public perception about education
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reform, including the AP expansion, can be easily manipulated when dominant ideologues
control the message.

2.6.d America 2000 to Goals 2000
Reagan’s successor, George H. W. Bush, called himself the “education president”256
but was unsuccessful in gaining traction for his education reform initiative, America 2000.
However, Bush’s groundwork became President Bill Clinton’s Goals 2000 education reform,
and Clinton’s reform manifested into a host of changes for American education.
Bush hosted an education summit in Charlottesville, Virginia, in 1989, where he
invited the nation’s governors via the National Governors Association257 to discuss school
reform.258 The meeting culminated in a list of “national education goals”259 that Bush
presented to Congress in 1991. America 2000 called for “voluntary national standards in the
core academic subjects” and “a system of voluntary [national] examinations.”260 Arkansas
Governor Bill Clinton attended this event and took a lead role in the initiative. 261 When
Clinton won the next presidential election, he coined his education reform as Goals 2000, but
it outlined the education goals from Bush’s America 2000.262
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Goals 2000: Educate America Act pushed for national standards and assessments, but
it was voluntary for states. 263 Clinton did not want states to see federal legislation as a
competitor; instead, he wanted the federal government to be seen as a supporter and
facilitator. Thus, states were encouraged to design their standards, while “federal funds were
to flow to states and communities to ‘help them develop their own rigorous standards and
implement their own programs of school reform.’”264 McGuinn cited Clinton’s education
reform as a watershed moment for two reasons: (1) Goals 2000 was an education reform that
veered from focusing on equity and instead, focused on “academic improvement for all
students;”265 and (2) disadvantaged students were expected to show academic progress along
with all students.266 The shift from a focus on equity meant the Clinton administration made
implicit assumptions about what standards can do for education. Spring explained the
assumptions:
Democrats accepted the unproven assumption that increasing educational standards
and making schools accountable would support equality of educational opportunity,
and, in the framework of human capital arguments, improve the schooling of the
American workforce and consequently increase worker wages and decrease economic
inequalities.267

In 1994, Clinton reauthorized ESEA, but his proposal was called Improving America’s
Schools Act (IASA). IASA tied “federal aid for disadvantaged students (Title I), bilingual
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education” among other programs in Goals 2000.268 The reauthorization also required “states
to develop school improvement plans and challenging content standards in core academic
subject in order to receive federal funds.”269 States also had to develop assessments to
demonstrate that students were making Adequately Yearly Progress (AYP). AYP became the
new mechanism for “measuring schools’ progress toward meeting state academic standards”;
it also provided a timeline to make this progress.270 If schools failed to make AYP, they were
encouraged to self-correct their problems. 271
Clinton’s Goals 2000: Educate America Act introduced another kind of standard: the
opportunity-to-learn (OTL) standards.272 The premise of OTL was that all students should
have an opportunity to learn academically challenging material. When states presented their
improvement plans, these plans had to include “strategies for providing an opportunity to
learn for all students.”273 Resources for OTL standards included “high-quality teachers,
equitable funding based on student needs, challenging curriculum materials, and appropriate
programs for English language learners and students with disabilities.”274 Spring wrote that
the focus on OTL standards helped Republicans and Democrats avoid “the politically charged
issue of equal funding of school systems. Upper-and middle-class suburbanites were
unwilling to give up their educational advantages, and they resisted being taxed to upgrade
poorer school districts.”275 Schools rely “heavily” on property taxes, such as homes for local
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revenues. Thus, wealthy school districts will have “high-value residential propert[ies].”
Wealthier districts “can afford to spend much more for schooling than property-poor districts
can.”276 More money often meant more resources, and these resources contributed to higherresourced schools, which tended to be higher-performing schools.
Spring also articulated that the discussions around OTL standards abated as
subsequent education reforms materialized.277 Brown suggested that since Goals 2000 and
IASA legislation were voluntary, states either disregarded OTL standards or could not
address them.278

2.6.e No Child Left Behind (NCLB)

Clinton’s education reforms were voluntary, but that changed when his successor,
George W. Bush, was elected president. Bush’s No Child Left Behind reform was expansive:

Every state had to adopt academic standards to guide their curricula and adopt a
testing and accountability system aligned with those standards. States had to test all
students in grades 3-8 every year (as well as once in high school) in math and reading
beginning in the 2005-2006 school year.279

Bush’s national education reform plan mirrored the educational plan that he pushed as
governor of Texas, where he groomed a biting accountability ethos on behalf of his state.
Bush used ideas from the “same policy organization that Clinton had relied upon ⎯ the New
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Democrat Progressive Policy Institute (PPI).”280 PPI is a think tank created by the Democratic
Leadership Council, “an organization within the Democratic Party that promoted free-trade
policies.”281 PPI is an organization that pushes a neoliberal agenda.
During his campaign, Bush framed his education reform as a civil rights issue “to
court Black and Latino voters.”282 McGuinn explained, “that Bush first introduced his
voucher plan in a campaign speech to Latinos in Los Angeles.”283 At the NAACP national
convention, Bush called the lack of standards in all schools a form of “discrimination” and
framed the lack of standards as the “bigotry of low expectations.”284 After Bush’s election, he
reauthorized ESEA and it became No Child Left Behind in 2001, 285 making federal education
reform the most significant since the original passing of ESEA in 1965.286 Abernathy called
NCLB the most “sweeping” and “consequential” education reform than any other
accountability measure in American education. 287
There were two goals of NCLB: (1) to reduce the achievement gap between
“minority and non-minority” and “disadvantaged” and advantaged students; (2) to create an
“assessment regime with significant consequences” for schools that fail to make progress. 288
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Money was “leveraged” to entice states to implement the federal legislation. If a state opted
out of NCLB, it was opting of out federal monies as well. 289 Schools were required to make
AYP, states had to generate a school report card that disaggregated students’ performance,
including the eight subgroups.290 Subgroups can include “English-learners and students in
special education, racial minorities, and children from low-income families.”291 By focusing
on subgroups, NCLB intended purpose was to ensure school districts no longer ignored these
specific students to improve schools’ academic performance. The focus on the subgroups was
one of the benefits of NCLB: “[NCLB] shined a bright light on the academic performance of
specific student populations, or ‘subgroups’…, whose needs have received too little attention,
over many decades, from education policy makers at the state and local levels.”292 If schools
did not make AYP annually, sweeping sanctions were launched, each sanction more severe
than the previous. The goal was that by 2013, all students were to be at the “proficient level”;
however, Klein reported that by 2015, “No states had gotten all 100 percent of its students
over the proficiency bar.”293
There is no shortage of criticism on NCLB since its policy implementation, and the
criticism discussed in this project are not exhaustive. For starters, Abernathy explained that
NCLB punished schools for variables they had no control: “Resource-poor communities”
were factors that affected a school’s performance. However, NCLB did not “attempt to fix or
even acknowledge that resources and communities matter for academic achievement.”
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Instead, policymakers for NCLB assumed that schools could address many of these problems
alone. His conclusion was that challenging schools needed to address a “poverty problem”
that NCLB ignored.294
NCLB tended to punish the most vulnerable of students. Schools with a more diverse
population also ran the greatest risk of failing to make AYP. Schools with more diversity also
tended to be schools with “resource inequalities.”295 When referencing the eight subgroups,
schools with diversity had more opportunities to fail than to succeed: when “test score results
under NCLB are disaggregated by eight racial, ethnic, and needs subgroups, [there were]
thirty-six different ways to fail at each grade level tested if that grade level contains enough
students in that subgroup to trigger AYP.”296 NCLB punished schools with the greatest
diversity and the most in need.
Spring noted that NCLB changed the federal government from being concerned about
a “specified group of students needing help to all students in all public schools,”297 which
meant that the focus on one method and one way for students to demonstrate academic
progress through tests also ensured that the school curriculum was relegated to a “single
culture” or a “monocultural society as opposed to a multilingual and pluralistic society.”298
In other words, a single cultural lens was forced upon students, and they had to demonstrate
that they were learning through that one dominant lens.
A final criticism of NCLB related to the neoliberal agenda of privatization appended
to the legislation: “Scattered throughout No Child Left Behind are provisions to support for-
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profit-companies.”299 For example, if a school needed help with reading initiatives, “under
the Reading First section, reading and literacy partnerships can be established between school
districts and for-profit companies”300 that offer reading resources. Horsford et al. criticized
NCLB for a similar reason: “NCLB also unleashed an increase in private sector contracting
through the requirement that schools in need of improvement provide supplementary
education services.”301 These services went well beyond just mere test prep; services also
included teacher and principal certification services, curriculum services, professional
development, technology services, to name a few.302

2.6.f Race to the Top (RTTT)

By the time Americans elected President Barack Obama in 2009, many were wary of
NCLB. Schools with higher-performing test scores were not making AYP because of the
performance of “just a single subgroup,” and the sanctions continued, raising the stakes for
most schools.303 Reauthorization of NCLB was supposed to take place in 2007, but political
support had waned. By March of 2007, a bill was introduced, allowing states to opt-out of
NCLB.304
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Obama’s education reform intersected during an economic crisis. America was
experiencing “the worst economic recession in U.S. history.”305 When Obama passed his
Race to the Top (RTTT) legislation, it was part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment
Act (ARRA), a stimulus package for America’s economy. In this package, Obama used
“$100 billion in education funds in AARA went to preserve teacher jobs,” but “over $4
billion was set aside for ‘state incentive grants.’”306 Obama did not want to use “coercive
federal mandates and the compliance culture” with sanctions like NCLB. Instead, he wanted
to use incentives to drive education reform. 307 States were typically given monies for reform,
but under RTTT, states had to compete:

State applications were graded on a 500-point scale according to the rigor of the
reforms proposed and their compatibility with four administration priorities:
developing common standards and assessments; improving teacher training,
evaluation, and retention policies; creating better data systems; and adopting preferred
school-turnaround strategies.308

When the National Governors Association and the Council of Chief State School Officers
released the Common Core Standards Initiative, these national standards were “immediately
woven into RTTT”; and to entice states to adopt them Obama’s administration used money as
leverage, suggesting that states had a higher chance of earning federal grants if they adopted
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the Common Core Standards. 309 The push for the Common Core Standards has also been
viewed as part of a neoliberal agenda because when states adopted the standards, that
adoption paved that way for “edubusinesses” to sell products under the guise that these
products could help students perform well on Common Core assessments.310
RTTT continued the testing regiment of NCLB, but it required states to use “data in a
more sophisticated way” where the data followed “individual students” to determine their
academic “growth.” Schools had to provide “longitudinal” data on students.311 RTTT also
linked teacher evaluations to students’ performance.312
In December 2015, Obama renewed ESEA via NCLB, but under the new name of
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). 313 Since many states were not going to achieve the
NCLB goal of all students becoming 100 percent proficient by 2014, Obama offered ESEA
waivers that allowed states a reprieve from the NCLB sanctions in 2011. 314
Obama’s RTTT pushed a solid neoliberal network. The adoption of Common Core
Standards meant financial gains for “testing and textbook” companies like Pearson. 315 The
reform continued to focus on high-stakes accountability tests, but it also expanded choice and
competition.316 The use of incentives and “competitive funding emulated the strategies of
309
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venture philanthropies.317 Venture philanthropists’ primary goal was “privatizing education,
elevating the individual over the collective good, ignoring decades of research, and profiting
from the education marketplace.”318 Venture philanthropists were also staunch supporters of
charter schools. Obama’s RTTT “encouraged the development of charter schools by
providing incentives for States to increase the number of charter schools.”319 ESSA and
RTTT continued the assault on education very similar to NCLB.

2.7 LEGISLATIONS AND EDUCATION REFORMS CONNECTED TO AP

The growth of the Advanced Placement (AP) Program is now a part of “national
politics”320 in education. Olson cited an associate superintendent in Utah saying that many
legislators and heads of school districts liked the program because of their favoring “national
standards and national examinations against which they can measure their own students’
performance.”321 The AP program had content standards long before the standards movement
became a reform model. College Board has touted the AP program as an “inexpensive way to
meet both the demand for ‘educational excellence’ and the needs of gifted and talented
students.”322 Finally, Finn and Scanlan discussed how the AP exams are “externally
evaluated,” making the exams “tamper-proof in the sense that kindly teachers or misguided

317

Horsford, Scott, and Anderson, The Politics of Education Policy, 75.

318

DeMarrais et al., Philanthropy, Hidden Strategy, and Collective Resistance, 248.

319

Spring, Political Agendas, 52.

320

Sadler, “Advanced Placement,” 3.

Lynn Olson, “Advanced-Placement Programs Lifted on Rising Tide of Reforms,” Education Week,
last modified November 21, 1984, accessed November 3, 2020,
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/1984/11/21/05250009.h04.html.
321

322

Olson, “Advanced-Placement Programs.”

79

equal-opportunity policies could not conceal weak performance.”323 In other words, students’
performance on the AP exams is at best objective, and the data from AP exams do not favor a
specific district or state.
A complication in using AP as a national or system-wide reform is that AP was
initially never designed for that large scale. Cohen and Mehta called AP and its competitor,
the International Baccalaureate (IB) program, niche reforms324 because they are designed to
improve schools for a specialized sector of students or a “specialized segment” of a school’s
population.325 Niche reforms have a “specialized mission,” and they have unique resources to
“support and sustain” that mission.326 It is unclear by current published research if support for
the AP expansion is unsustainable in urban schools. There was a dearth of qualitative data
interrogating that inquiry.
Presidents Clinton, Bush, and Obama connected their education reforms to the AP
program in some capacity. Clinton wanted to increase low-income students’ access to
Advanced Placement classes, which became known as the Advanced Placement Incentive
Program. The federal government provided “$15 million in competitive grants…to 40 states,”
so schools could use funds to pay for AP tests for these students or provide tutoring or
classroom materials, or use “other innovative methods to boost the number and quality of AP
classes and participation by low-income students.”327 Clinton’s Advanced Placement
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Incentive program supported low-income students’ access to the AP program to benefit these
students and to bridge their college enrollment (i.e., expanded access to AP).
Eight years later, President George W. Bush wanted to double the number of AP
teachers in mathematics and science. The U.S. Department of Education offered “grants” to
“subsidize the expansion of AP offerings,” which could include the price of the AP exams. 328
President Obama achieved his educational goal in 2008 of “increasing the number of high
school students taking college-level or AP courses by 50 percent.” Based on data collected
from College Board: “The number of students taking AP courses rose from 1.58 million in
the. 2007-08 academic year to 2.61 million in the 2015-16 academic year,” wrote
Jacobson.329
The focus on AP growth obscures other significant paradoxes. For instance, there is
little discussion on why AP courses were not accessible to some students, especially lowincome students. The federal government’s initiative focused on money to pay for the AP
exams, reducing or eliminating the burden of paying for these tests. However, students can
enroll in an AP course and not take the test if the focus is solely giving students access to an
AP course. Paying for tests may be a misguided focus. Clinton’s initiative spoke of other
monetary values connected to AP like tutoring and classroom materials, but Bush’s and
Obama’s initiatives focused on increasing the numbers of students and teachers in the AP
program.
Finn and Scanlan suggested that AP is being used as an “adaptable tool” for districts
that serve “distinct education problems.”330 The AP’s expansion seemingly was a move
328

Sadler, “Advanced Placement,” 3-4.

Louis Jacobson, “Obama Keeps Early Campaign Promise about High Schoolers,” Atlanta JournalConstitution (AJC): Politics, last modified December 15, 2016, accessed November 3, 2020,
https://www.ajc.com/news/state--regional-govt--politics/obama-keeps-early-campaign-promise-about-highschoolers/GB5juno0SzAwMBmu0CYfpO/.
329

330

Finn and Scanlan, Learning in the Fast Lane, 21.

81

toward a more diverse and inclusive population. In other words, the AP expansion was an
attempt to be democratic in education; AP was an optional resource expanded to ethnic
minority students. If the College Board successfully narrowed the achievement gap, then
access to such courses would be considered a monumental goal that had historic implications.

2.8 WHAT DO YOU MEAN WHEN YOU SAY “URBAN”?

The word “urban” in phrases like “urban schools” and “urban students” is decidedly
racial.331 “Urban” did not become an idea until the materialization of urban studies, and the
term “inner city” was developed by “urban theorists and sociologists in the 1960s and 1970s
to describe central cities and the communities of color who lived there.”332 These urban
theorists and sociologists are researchers in urban studies; thus, “urban studies became
shorthand for studying people of color and from a particularly disparaged lens… “333 “‘Inner
city’ has no formal census-designated definition and is largely a colloquial and rhetorical
device,”334 according to Kooragayala. For this dissertation, urban/inner city is used
interchangeably, with the wording specifically meaning urban/inner-city students of color and
urban/inner-city teachers. The teachers are not necessarily people of color.
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Urban spaces do not become signified as people of color haphazardly. 335 People of
color became the prominent residents in urban areas because of historical racial projects,
namely discriminatory projects like racial covenants and redlining as parts of orchestrated
housing segregation.336 The growth of the American suburbs also called “suburbanization of
America,” was prominent between the 1930s to 1960s and supported by “taxation,
transportation, and housing polic[ies].”337 The development of highways and roads helped
people commute to and from the suburbs,338 so living far away from the city was sustainable.
Before the 1930s, before the word “suburb” became popular, homes were available to
families, but to primarily White families. Racial covenants prevented Blacks and other ethnic
groups from renting or purchasing homes in specific areas, namely in communities where
Whites lived. Racial convents were types of contracts that blatantly say homes could not be
leased, rented, or sold to African Americans (it used the word Negros during this time) or
other people deemed disposable (i.e., Jews), and they were found in the home’s deed.339
These covenants used the language of popular eugenics theories that pushed the narrative of
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Black inferiority.340 For instance, researchers from the University of Minnesota’s Mapping
Prejudice Project found the first racial covenants in Minneapolis, MN, in 1910, twenty years
before American suburbanization began. They found that one hundred percent of the racial
covenants targeted Blacks. That discovery was just one location; racial covenants were
launched throughout the United States. Racial covenants laid the groundwork for residential
segregation.341
The beginning of the suburbs was part of the war-time effort and economic support of
President Roosevelt’s “New Deal” when he established the Federal Housing Administration
(also called the Federal Housing Authority) or FHA in 1934. The FHA created the “modern
mortgage system that enabled people to buy homes with small down payments and at
reasonable interest rates, with lengthy repayment periods and full loan amortization.”342
These homes became part of the new idea of suburban America. There was one problem: the
FHA refused Blacks and other minorities the same opportunities to purchase homes. In other
words, the FHA was a gatekeeper in determining who could acquire mortgages. The FHA
was also aware of the racial covenants, and it helped support and endorse them and its
discriminatory practice and policy.343 Readers should understand that these covenants and
exclusion policies were supported and strengthened by the Supreme Court, so the entire
American legal system supported this phenomenon. Thus, urban communities became
communities of color at least in part because ethnic minorities were relegated to specific
boundaries in large municipalities. This phenomenon happened throughout the United States;
it was not a problem about one geographic location.
340
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To explain further, the FHA created “color-coded maps of all the largest cities in the
United States.” These maps divided the cities into four different areas. 344 The maps
“demarked which areas of a given city were considered worthy of financial investment by
banks and lenders.”345 Areas that held large populations of African Americans and other
minorities did not receive financial investment, so their neighborhoods decreased in property
value. The colors for the regions were Red (worst/hazardous); Yellow (declining); Blue (still
desirable); Green (best). 346 The FHA, “real estate agents, urban planners and banks,” worked
in concert to keep ethnic minorities in specific urban spaces, a practice called redlining. 347
The homes in red zones that required repair did not receive financial support either because
red zoned residents were denied lending for repairs and upgrades.
What happens under these conditions? Urban decline was the answer: “a decrease in a
property’s value, which led to an increase in absentee landlordism, which contributed
inexorably to the area’s decline.”348 On some “redlined” maps, the FHA labeled red zones as
slums.349 These influential organizations collectively helped create what we see as the urban
poor; they actively bounded specific urban spaces to devalue certain people and races. Banks,
real estate agents, and the government via FHA worked collectively to keep African
Americans specifically and other minorities broadly from moving into American suburbia,
relegating these people to urban spaces. One researcher “found that over 70 percent of
African-Americans who live in the most racially segregated areas in the nation are from the

344

“Jim Crow,” video.

345

Pearcy, “‘Redlining’: Teaching,” 42. See also “Housing Segregation,” video; “Jim Crow,” video.

346

“Housing Segregation,” video; “Jim Crow,” video.

347

Pearcy, “‘Redlining’: Teaching,” 42. See also “Housing Segregation,” video; “Jim Crow,” video.

348

“Jim Crow,” video.

349

“Jim Crow,” video.

85

same families that lived there forty years ago.”350 to demonstrate the long-lasting effects of
housing segregation.
As of the 1970s, redlining was illegal, but it rears its ugly head from time to time. 351
The most important point people should take from redlining is that not only was it the denial
of opportunities for ethnic minorities, but it was also the primary tool for “enriching White
people.”352
These policies were “deliberate”353 and “explicit”354 to demonize and exclude races of
people from opportunities. This exclusion manifested in other facets of life like schools.
Leonardo and Grubb connected the two (housing and schooling) in this manner: “The result
is that residential segregation leads to among-district tracking,”355 and district tracking
connects to the types—and sometimes the quality—of courses available to students. Tracking
is a term used to describe different curriculums and course work that produces “racialized
distribution of information.”356 Exposure to different types of curriculums implicate race by
connecting certain races with “higher status knowledge” via advanced coursework, and by
placing specific races to “lower tracks” that lack the richness and advancement in
coursework.357 This logic is how academic tracks become racialized, and these tracks
arguably reinforce stereotypes.
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Research repeatedly drives a common theme about urban versus suburban schools:
“City schools on average provide fewer opportunities than do schools in middle-class and
White communities, replicating the patterns of differences among tracks.”358 What gets
taught links to the schools’ location and target audience, so urban students tend to get the raw
end of the deal because they tend to be exposed to primarily lower track curriculum and
courses. This phenomenon makes urban schools a constant target of education reforms (i.e.,
AP expansion). There is no shortage of people—outsiders in particular—telling urban schools
what to teach, how to teach, and why they must teach “it.” In this context, the College Board
became another agent in the education reform business, rendering its ideas about what its
curriculum can do for urban schools and students.
The notion that the College Board is expanding its Advanced Placement program to
lower socioeconomic and urban students is as political a move as it is a racialized one. Many
urban students are in urban spaces because of the historic “racial animus”359 through housing
segregation. It is also interesting that the College Board, with the help of the federal
government, sees AP expansion as a way to address intergenerational poverty, a problem that
the federal government helped to create in the first place.

2.9 THE LURE OF URBAN REFORM

Policy is never neutral, just like schools and curricula are never neutral. To
deconstruct a policy is to unearth what is not revealed while interrogating what
is evident. After a researcher examines the assumptions in a policy, then it is time to examine
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the logic of the policy, the indicators of policy, and the style of the policy because policies
can be written and implemented in ways that seem universal and culturally neutral. 360
Presidents Clinton, Bush, and Obama launched the AP program as optional education
reform, particularly for urban schools, because they believed that the AP program could help
minority and lower socioeconomic students prepare and access post-secondary institutions.
Their education initiatives at the federal level also recognized that urban schools dealt with
multifaceted problems, particularly with curriculum and instruction. The AP program is a
curriculum program presented by the College Board as a rigorous program. The push to
expand the AP program to urban students suggests that Clinton, Bush, and Obama concluded
that AP was not accessible to underserved populations. The lure of expanding
the AP program as an education reform may also be due to AP as a readily available curricula
with embedded teacher training opportunities. As pre-packaged curricula for advanced
coursework, endorsement from federal and state policies appeared seamless. There was also a
scarcity of other curricular and programming options for highly able high school students. 361
Why is there a concentrated effort to expand AP in urban schools? Urban schools are
especially contested places, and the effort to expand AP to these sites speaks to
policymakers’ assumptions about what they think AP will do as an education reform. I have
explained the assumptions about AP in this chapter. However, like any policy discourse
study, there are assumptions about urban schools being made by those who decided that the
AP program is appropriate for urban learners. These assumptions arguably represent what
policymakers think AP can do for Black and Brown children.
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The bulk of urban school districts serves African American or Latino students. A
city’s “demographics are reflected in the enrollments in urban schools.”362 Anyon’s research
also showed “that instruction in inner city schools is often based on cognitively low-level,
unchallenging, rote material.”363 The research today offered no better performance about
urban populations. In Education and Racism: A Primer on Issues and Dilemmas, Leonardo
and Grubb addressed several assumptions about education and racism. They argued that
Black and White students in the achievement gap deflect from concentrating on more critical
problems. Instead, they said schools suffer from resource gaps because schools that serve
students of different regions (and these regions are typically racial) often are lacking in
resources that cannot be quantified by money (i.e., money-myth), like “teachers, instructional
approaches, materials, the culture of schools, the expectations of students, etc.”364 The
researchers are not saying money does not matter in schools; it does matter, but it matters in
how particular resources are purchased and used for schools: “After all, dollar bills do not
educate children. Teachers with particular instructional approaches, principals capable of
instructional leadership, schools with supportive climates, and many other resources do.”365
Districts cannot buy “improved instruction”; there is “no store that sells improved
instruction.” Gaps, like instructional gaps, are related to race and ethnicity, 366 so many
achievement gaps in urban education are linked to race and ethnicity.
Urban schools are spaces that tend to have a high concentration of poverty and tend to
serve majority-minority students. Urban schools tend to have lower academic achievement,
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and research on urban schools tend to use a “disparaged lens”367 or a deficit lens to suggest
that urban students are the cause of their problems. Urban schools tend to have teachers with
the least experience or teachers with “emergency credentials” or teachers in “teaching
assignments outside the areas of their academic preparation.” Urban schools usually suffer
from high teacher and leadership turnover. 368 Urban schools struggle for a sophisticated and
compounding set of reasons. Education reformers saw many of these complicated issues to
decide that an AP program, or access and opportunity to AP courses, could remedy the
instructional and achievement gaps suffered by urban students. Under this premise, there is a
need to be cautious about the successes and failures of the AP expansion as an education
reform for ethnically diverse urban students.
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CHAPTER 3

3.1 PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

This research neither advocates for nor dissuades the use of AP as an instructional
program for ethnically diverse urban students. Rather, the goal is to demonstrate how
ethnically diverse urban students and urban teachers experience the implementation of a
policy that endorses an instructional program such as AP to “fix” pedagogy and instructional
practices in urban/inner-city schools. By studying AP expansion through one of its target
audiences, educators and policymakers can hear a more nuanced argument about the AP
experience. It is this researcher’s hope that urban schools can launch any education reform to
meet students’ needs, including AP, if they so choose. Launching an education reform in
schools is a complicated endeavor, however. Understanding education reform also means
listening to the people who are closest to the experience—i.e. the students and teachers. It is
the voices of ethnically diverse urban students and their urban teachers who are missing from
the dominant discourses concerning AP.
3.1.a Research Questions Restated
The following questions guide the dissertation study:
RQ1

What experiences/ideas do urban minority youth have about what helps and hurts
them in their AP classes?

RQ2

What do these experiences suggest for tailoring AP courses for urban minority
students?

RQ3

What experiences/ideas do urban teachers offer about their practices in diverse
contexts that challenge, alleviate, or perpetuate and exacerbate the AP classroom
experience for urban minority youth?
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3.2 THE MANY VOICES ON AP CONCERNING DIVERSE STUDENTS

The Advanced Placement program has recently proliferated in schools that have often
been previously overlooked or ignored. A diverse set of students now has access to AP
courses as a result. However, there is much discourse as to why ethnically diverse students
continue to be underrepresented in AP courses, regardless of the program’s expansion.369
There are additional discourses as to why underrepresented students––in particular African
American and Hispanic students––are not scoring higher on AP exams. To summarize the
situation, there has been a dramatic expansion in AP and more diverse students are taking
these courses. This expansion has not changed the underrepresentation of ethnically diverse
student populations, however. To complicate matters further, this expansion highlights
another problem: underrepresented populations are passing AP exams at a lower rate than
White students. This comparison of underrepresented populations, especially ethnically
diverse students, to White students is normalized in achievement gap discourses, although
several researchers would argue that it is not an achievement gap but rather an opportunity
gap that is to blame.370 The discourses around the AP exam suggest that if diverse students

Burton et al., Minority Student Success. This publication reported, ”The student groups
traditionally underrepresented in Advanced Placement classes include African American, American Indian, and
Alaskan Native, Mexican American, Puerto Rican, and at least some of the students in the ’other Hispanic’
groups” (5).
369

370
Kevin G. Welner and Prudence L. Carter, “Achievement Gaps Arise from Opportunity Gaps,” in
Closing the Opportunity Gap: What America Must Do to Give All Children an Even Chance, ed. Prudence L.
Carter and Kevin G. Welner (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 3; see also Asa G. Hilliard, III, “No
Mystery: Closing the Achievement Gap Between Africans and Excellence,” in Young, Gifted, and Black:
Promoting High Achievement among African-American Students, by Theresa Perry, Claude Steele, and Asa G.
Hilliard, III (Boston: Beacon Press, 2004); Ladson-Billings, “From the Achievement Gap”; Ladson-Billings,
“‘Makes Me Wanna Holler.’” The way public discourses frame the achievement gap is a problem, especially
when students are compared to the performance of White students. This framing suggests that White students’
average achievement is a “universal norm” says Hilliard (Hilliard, “No Mystery,” 137), and such norming
perpetuates the gap. Instead, argues Ladson-Billings, we should be framing it as an “educational debt” because
“historical, economic, sociopolitical, and moral decisions and policies” have prevented equitable opportunities
for Blacks, Latinas/os, and Native American students to achieve in schools. In other words, framing the problem
as an achievement gap blames its victims and “absolves social structures⎯governmental and institutional⎯of
responsibility” for vulnerable populations. Such framing is a “culture of poverty discourse,” a deficit lens of
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are not passing the exam, they are not meeting the demands of AP courses. Some arguments
suggest that diverse students lack the resources or even the ability to undertake AP work,
suggesting that access to such courses may be misaligned with their needs. There are
therefore at least two lines of thought based on previous research concerning the AP
expansion. For the sake of transparency, I do not believe that passing an AP exam is the only
way to demonstrate that AP coursework can be constructive for diverse populations, nor that
test scores are the preferred way to show that diverse students are learning in AP classes. I do
not value AP exams to the extent that many of these discourses do. Therefore, I do not
suggest that barriers to AP courses be reinstated, or that only specific students should have
access to AP coursework.

3.2.a Popular Theories Behind Underrepresentation in AP Classes

There are multiple theories as to why ethnic minority students under the AP
expansion policy are still underrepresented. Klopfenstein attempted to understand why “rural,
low income, Black and Hispanic students” were still underrepresented in AP courses after an
aggressive AP expansion in the 1990s.371 She argued that there is a lack of “systematic data”
to interrogate whether “traditionally underserved groups” have benefited from the AP
expansion, and her research thus attempted to offer such insights. Klopfenstein discussed AP
expansion via federal subsidies that paid for AP exams. Using quantitative research methods

vulnerable communities (Ladson-Billings, “From the Achievement Gap,” 5; Ladson-Billings, “Makes Me
Wanna Holla,” 82). Welner and Carter argued that when people compare test scores, it is no longer an
achievement gap, but a test score gap. Framing the problem as an opportunity gap shifts from blaming the
students’ for not achieving and puts the onus on the nation’s systems and structures that are used as bastions
against equitable opportunities which would close the illusive achievement gap (Welner and Carter,
“Achievement Gaps,” 2).
371

Klopfenstein, “The Advanced Placement Expansion of the 1990s,” 2.
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and data analysis, she examined “a new dataset of Texas public high schools.”372 Her findings
revealed that all demographic groups increased in AP participation but increases in AP
participation were “limited” for “traditionally underserved students.” She found that financial
incentives only addressed the cost of AP exams and did not address students’ lack of
preparation for AP courses. She writes, “Low income, Black and Hispanic students often fail
to enroll in AP classes because they lack the academic preparation necessary to undertake
college-level work.”373 In other words, the funding of AP exams did not help
underrepresented students prepare academically for such courses, and thus they could not
benefit from further AP course offerings. According to Klopfenstein’s research therefore, AP
expansion did not actually help underrepresented students gain access to AP courses.
Naff et al.’s research also revealed a disparity in the numbers of ethnic minority
students and lower socioeconomic students’ access to AP programs nationwide and in
Virginia, despite the specifically nationwide expansion of AP courses.374 Their research
observed an intersection between school poverty and its “urbanacity” that affected “AP
access and support.”375 They also found that race intersects with these two factors as well. 376
Suburban schools consistently offered a more “robust” or “complete” AP program. Unlike

Klopfenstein chose Texas because of its large sample of schools and “greater representation of
Hispanics.” Texas also expanded its AP course offerings with the help of its “government incentive programs”
(Klopfenstein, “The Advanced Placement Expansion of the 1990s,” 2). See Holstead et al., “The Impact of
Advanced Placement Incentive Programs,” for more information on AP Incentive Programs.
372
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David Naff et al., Analyzing Advanced Placement (AP): Making the Nation’s Most Prominent
College Preparatory Program More Equitable, 23-24, April 2021, accessed June 14, 2021,
https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/merc_pubs/121/. The Metropolitan Educational Research Consortium (MERC)
funded Naff et al.’s research. MERC is a “research alliance between the School of Education at Virginia
Commonwealth University” and school divisions in the “metropolitan Richmond.” MERC’s research has an
interest in schools in Virginia especially. Naff et al.’s research focused on AP participation nationwide with a
special focus on the state of Virginia.
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Klopfenstein’s research, Naff et al. found five factors impacting disparities in AP
participation and performance. They synthesized multiple studies to narrow the factors to
parental and school advocacy, students’ motivation and their sense of belonging, teacher
quality, bias in AP exams, and racial and socioeconomic segregation due to academic
tracking.377 Like Klopfenstein, Naff et al. cited students’ lack of academic preparation, but
this deficiency was connected specifically to academic tracking. That is, ethnic minority and
lower socioeconomic students’ lack of access to more rigorous courses resulted from racist
and prejudicial assumptions about “students’ intelligence, aptitude, and motivation.”378

3.3 WHY DO A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW?

This research demonstrates that, even after the expansion of AP, there continues to be
an underrepresentation of students of color in AP courses.379 This dissertation also explores
the reasons why underrepresented students might not pass the AP exams. This research is not
exhaustive or definitive. It will not offer a generalizable answer, because context matters
when schools formulate policy. 380 In other words, expanding AP was and still is a policy
decision taken by policymakers who believe AP to be an instructional tool that aids students
with improving their chances of being college-ready and helps democratize advanced courses
to students who have traditionally been denied access to them. It is a policy that helps drive a
specific narrative about high schools. As of 2016, thirty-two states have an accountability
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379 Asian Americans typically would be considered students of color, but my research is not focusing
on this group of students.
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See Ball, McGuire, and Braun, How Schools Do Policy, 3–8. This three-year research study,
undertaken via three schools in the UK, demonstrated that when schools launch a policy, also known as “policy
enactment,” different school participants—administration, teachers, students, and outsiders—begin “creative
processes of interpretation and recontextualization” of that policy. A policy on paper is never implemented in
the way it reads because context matters and the actors and agents within a school are part of a school’s context,
and “institutional histories” affect policy. Policy is always in a process of “becoming.” Every person in a school
is a policy agent, and these persons enact policy in different ways, whether they know it or not.
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metric connected to the AP Program that is publicized on the Education Commission of the
States’ website.381 This public information serves to perpetuate a high school’s
reputation⎯good or bad⎯and suggests a depiction of how a high school prepares students
for college readiness. While these narratives are primarily assumptive, they carry great
weight and power in public perception. 382
Since the 2002 expansion, the research on AP has expanded, because AP became part
of the national discourse through nationwide education reforms. More than half of the states
in the US have some AP policy integrated with accountability standards and assessments.
Researching the AP experience for specific school populations can be a massive undertaking
because of the vast number of writings and research reports that are required. Ironically, the
proliferation of research on AP has not adequately dealt with underrepresented student
populations. By “adequate,” I mean that there is much quantitative research about these
specific populations; however, few studies have specifically examined underrepresented
students’ actual experiences in taking AP courses. This is not surprising, since
underrepresented or traditionally marginalized populations are frequently discussed or
traditionally objectified, but rarely are these populations and their educators made a part of
research discussions. 383 In other words, marginalized populations taking AP courses seldom
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Education Commission of the States, “Advanced Placement,” Education Commission of the States
50-State Comparison; See Ben Dalton, The Landscape of School Rating Systems (Research Triangle Park, NC:
RTI Press Publication, 2017), https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED582356.pdf. Dalton’s work provided more
information on how schools are ranked. Dalton’s report stated that performance on AP exams can be used as
part of a metric to rank high schools for college and career readiness (Dalton, The Landscape of School Rating,
5).
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See also Schneider, Excellence for All, 109. Schneider explains how the brand of AP has helped
perpetuate a mark of distinction for schools. He calls it a “mark of academic prestige.”
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Gloria S. Boutte, Educating African American Students: And How Are the Children? (London:
Routledge, 2016), 11. Boutte writes that researchers rarely use educators who teach in predominantly minority
schools, and students who attend them, as part of their research. Such research therefore offers framework and
advice without acknowledging the community context, and it is a problem for African Americans specifically.
Boutte cites teacher education programs as also ignoring these communities’ knowledge. New teachers often
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have their voices centered in the discussion; they are rarely asked their opinions about their
experiences in taking courses in their schools.
Since there is a lack of research on underrepresented students’ experience of taking
AP courses, this dissertation furthers understanding of those experiences. A metasynthesis is
a research method that is systematic in collecting and analyzing primary qualitative research
to address knowledge gaps about a phenomenon. 384 That it is systematic means that the
method “adhere[s] closely to a set of scientific methods that explicitly aim to limit systematic
error (bias), mainly by attempting to identify, appraise and synthesize all relevant studies (of
whatever design) in order to answer a particular question (or set of questions).”385 In other
words, a metasynthesis is a “scientific tool.”386 The research method is also comprehensive,
but not generalizable, because the researcher must locate, read, study, analyze, and interpret
“all … relevant reports” rather than a single study. 387 Petticrew and Roberts view
metasynthesis as a “method of mapping out areas of uncertainty,” possibly addressing areas
of research where little has been done; Zawacki-Richter et al. argue that a metasynthesis
helps researchers “address questions that are unanswered”; Sandelwoski and Barroso state
that a metasynthesis has explanatory power about a “target event or experience”; and Major
and Savin-Baden believe that a metasynthesis fills the knowledge gap or “knowledge

come in with a deficit lens of schools that serve majority-minority students. Rarely does the research or the
researchers look to teachers or students in urban schools to learn from these participants.
384
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Application (New York: Springer, 2020).
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fragmentation” wherein scholars have only bits and pieces of information about a
phenomenon, and those fragments provide only a limited explanation of that phenomenon. 388
A research approach should be intrinsically connected to the research problem and
purpose.389 As stated by Petticrew and Roberts, a metasynthesis can be done with any
relevant studies (of whatever design); a metasynthesis takes into account multiple studies, not
just one study that is done in isolation. Systemic reviews examine “all the evidence” on a
research question. 390 The final product of a metasynthesis will be an “interpretive
integration” of the studies that explain the research participants’ experiences.391
I am interested in the AP experiences of underrepresented populations. Specifically, I
am looking at urban students served in majority-minority schools.392 My focus here is on
studies that define themselves as qualitative. I selected qualitative studies for my
metasynthesis for multiple reasons. One feature of qualitative research is that it promotes “the
perspective of the research participants.”393 If a study defines itself as qualitative, then the
assumption is that the researcher “strives to describe the meaning of the findings from the
perspective of the research participants.”394 The data in a qualitative study comes directly
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from its participants. 395 Qualitative research examines “social situations and interactions”
while the researcher is “immersed in” the research participants’ worlds, attempting to gain an
“understanding of a phenomenon or experience.”396 For this research project, the
phenomenon is the AP experiences of underrepresented students. I therefore looked for
studies that collected information from underrepresented students in urban schools, and from
teachers sharing their experiences dealing with AP classes. I expressly sought out qualitative
studies that centered on underrepresented students’ and their teachers’ perspectives because
these perspectives are missing in the discourse in AP research.
Qualitative study in the context of metasynthesis means that the research studies’
participants’ experiences are captured with sensitivity to “social and cultural context.”397 To
maintain the context of the different studies, I will follow Noblit and Hare’s advice. In their
research, they completed a metaethnography on why schools may fail to desegregate, taking
“detailed site-specific findings” and reducing them to a “set of results.” They later reflected
that their work was criticized because they ignored the context for each school and therefore
each study. Qualitative studies are context-specific, and Noblit and Hare acknowledged that
they had failed to explain how the context of the ethnographies studied may have impacted
the phenomena they researched, and thus their attempt to synthesize the ethnographies failed.
As they explain: “By not having an explicit theory of social explanation to undergird the
synthesis, we inappropriately relied on an aggregate theory.”398 Their book MetaEthnography: Synthesizing Qualitative Studies represented their effort to correct their original
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synthesis by utilizing a theory to provide “sociological explanations” of their findings.399 My
own theoretical framework for this current research is Critical Race Theory (CRT). To avoid
Noblit and Hare’s error, I will use CRT tenets to analyze and code the data from each
study.400 CRT will be one conceptual layer of coding, but the findings can help formulate the
synthesis.
The selection of qualitative studies also provides “flexibility.” As Linda Bloomberg
explains, “In the qualitative research process, instrumentation can be modified when
necessary to explore new insights and to address revised research questions.”401 Selecting
qualitative studies means I am open to a wide variety of study designs, including case study,
ethnography, phenomenology, grounded theory, narrative inquiry, action research, and
critical genres or critical theories. The research design is the roadmap for the researcher; it
helps the researcher “plan … articulate, and set up” the study.402 The studies in this
metasynthesis use various research designs; the studies’ qualitative data is from where I have
garnered the research participants’ experiences. Bloomberg also suggests that the “most
commonly used types of qualitative data collection methods involve interviews, observations,
focus groups, and document reviews.”403 I anticipated that these data collection methods were
primarily used in the studies of interest for this metasynthesis. I specifically looked for
participants’ comments from their interviews and focus groups. I also used the researchers’
observations for data. For a study to be useful for this metasynthesis, it had to use the
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participants’ comments. By choosing qualitative studies, I attempted to center the experiences
of those underrepresented persons who discussed and shared their experiences in urban AP
class settings. These experiences included those of underrepresented students and their
teachers.

3.3.a Search Strategy
In this metasynthesis project, electronic bibliographic databases were the primary
search method used to identify the relevant literature. Scholarly databases are the most
frequently used tool for systematic reviews. 404 There were, however, some limitations to
using research databases. Research findings are not stable, meaning that the findings in a
database can change. Because databases are updated periodically⎯”daily, quarterly, or …
yearly,”⎯ database results can vary over time. 405 My solution to this problem was to create a
permanent link to my search findings for each database used. Also called a permalink, this
essentially is a “persistent link to an article or other piece of information found in a
database.”406 Permalinks can also link to a collection of readings for a specific search.
Because “the searcher must know the different access and searching procedures required by
each database,” I consulted with Georgia State University’s education librarian.407 As
Sandelowski and Barroso write, “The challenge was to find and combine search terms that
spoke the language of each of the bibliographic databases while still representing qualitative
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research.”408 The librarian took my original search terms and created a formula of aggregated
search terms appropriate for my study. She used a “truncation symbol,” the asterisk (*), to
instruct the databases to identify and accept variations of keywords so they would be included
in the search.409 The goal was to link as many viable articles as possible to answer the
research question and to reduce word variations from obstructing that goal. Another
challenge, as Sandelowksi and Barroso have pointed out, was using “exclusively qualitative
research reports,” which meant retrieving articles with a specific methodology. For this
project, this required looking for articles using qualitative methods. The education librarian
noted that there was only one GSU research database that allowed search via methodology,
and that was the APA Psycinfo database.
While electronic databases were helpful, they were not the only means of finding
viable research articles. Several researchers recommend the use of grey/gray literature. 410
Grey/gray literature is a term for research that may not be available in electronic databases.
Such research can include both published and unpublished reports. Some researchers refer to
this type of literature as “fugitive literature” because it may not be obtained “through normal
publishing channels,” or it may not be accessible “via electronic databases.”411 Sandelwoski
and Barroso write that these works are relevant but may “likely … escape the notice of
searchers.”412 Grey/gray literature also includes theses and dissertations. The advantage of
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using dissertations is that they often provide “more detail concerning methods and findings”
compared to many publications, because dissertations are not constrained by word count or
space like journal articles. 413 Figure 4 summarizes the search process using the education
librarian’s innovative research formula. 414

Figure 4: Flow Diagram of Search Strategies

3.3.b Inclusion Criteria/Article Selection

Inclusion criteria for research articles were assessed for quality using Major and
Savin-Baden’s framework as follows:415 (1) “Articles contain data in the form of thick
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quotations/descriptions from the primary data set; 416 (2) the methods of data collection,
handling, and analysis are clear; (3) primary researchers have made some acknowledgment of
their stance.” Qualitative data must be present in each study, even though each study does not
have to be “exactly the same.” Data had to be in the form of “thick quotations/descriptions,”
meaning that the participants’ comments and words were used or that the researcher
described in detail what they observed in the participants’ actions, comments, behaviors, and
mannerisms. I also utilized the PICo–– Population, Phenomena of Interest, Context––
framework because I researched a “central phenomenon.”417 Munn et al.’s discussion of
different types of reviews suggests that when a researcher desires to investigate an experience
of a particular phenomenon, PICo questions work best for qualitative studies. 418
My interest in urban minority students’ experiences in AP courses has been studied in
qualitative terms before. Thunder and Berry have argued that a metasynthesis research
question is also a metaquestion because the metasynthesis question overlaps “individual
research questions of all relevant studies.” The metasynthesis question does not have to
overlap each research question for each study “completely,” but “it should be broad enough
to capture the studies that will contribute to an answer.”419 My question pertains to a specific
phenomenon, but that phenomenon––the experience of urban minority students in AP
courses––had to be central to each research study, and the participants’ comments must
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comprise the qualitative data captured by the researcher(s) of these individual studies. My
research purpose resembles Thunder and Berry’s understanding in several ways. For
example, “There existed a body of qualitative research related to [my question]; however, this
question had not been studied at the metalevel.”420 By examining multiple research articles
with this phenomenon, I examined a “collective body of work” to understand the varied
experiences of a specific population. 421 Figure 5 displays visually the various decision
points encountered during the search retrieval and validation process.

Figure 5: Flow Diagram of Search Strategies and Decision Points Encountered During the Search,
Retrieval, and Validation Process of Metasynthesis Research

3.3.c Data Sources
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Databases were searched from February 2021 through to October 2021. Electronic
databases searched included education sources such as APA Psycinfo, Education Source,
ERIC (EBSCO), Academic Search Complete, ERIC (ProQuest), Education Database,
ProQuest Dissertations, and Theses Full Text. For dissertations and theses not available in the
ProQuest database but that were viable for the metasynthesis, these were purchased through
ProQuest’s Dissertation Express.422

3.4 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

I recognize that how I executed this study on the Advanced Placement program’s
expansion is connected to how I view my research problem in general: “Research questions
shape research design, [and] such questions do not simply materialize out of the academic
ether.”423 Ravitch and Riggan’s argument indicates that my research problem and interests
are intrinsically tied to my identity as an urban Black educator. Also, I am not an outside
researcher examining a phenomenon that affects urban schools and its students. I have some
requisite knowledge of how urban schools execute an AP program under the expansion
policy where I teach, and I am a veteran urban AP teacher. I acknowledge that urban schools
do not implement AP policy in the same manner, and my experience in the urban schools that
I serve may differ from that of others. It is important to bear in mind that there is no “onesize-fits-all” mantra in this work.
I also want to acknowledge that this research study “joins a conversation already
underway” concerning the Advanced Placement program. 424 When this project ended, the
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conversation did not. Nevertheless, this research project was not limited to a conversation
about just the AP program; my contribution to AP’s discussion was also through a theoretical
lens that used a “critical theory paradigm.”425 Critical theorists see research “as intertwined
with politics”; thus, the possibilities in critical research can “empower people to take action,
to bring about change in existing social structures and processes.”426 Suppose the current
practices of implementing AP in urban schools are not working for ethnically diverse
students. In that case, this project might provide “explanatory power” as to why that may be,
while also offering other legitimizing recourses.427
In the introduction to this dissertation, I explained how the policy to push AP
expansion as an education reform was as much a political move as it was a racial project,
even though neither the College Board nor supporters of the AP expansion frame the reform
in these terms. To expand suggests that a product is limited in some capacity. The College
Board’s history and the fact that its Advanced Placement program was connected to
predominantly White elite colleges and universities and affluent secondary schools provide
suggestions on why the program served an exclusive set of students. 428 AP courses were
offered in some of the most influential schools that were predominantly White. The focus on
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White students is downplayed, however. The top high schools in the 1950s were not,
according to American standards, the schools that were serving predominantly Black or
Brown children. Therefore, the AP courses were accessible to a limited number of students,
but that limited number is intrinsically tied to a specific race. Race played a decisive part in
terms of which schools could offer AP courses. More importantly, race has always been
implicit in how American schools educate students; AP thus becomes yet another curriculum
denied to students of other races—i.e. students who are not White.429
Understanding the history of AP gives way to how race functions as a “master
category,” not only for the AP program but in society at large. To say that race is a “master
category” means that race “has profoundly shaped, and continues to shape, the history, polity,
economic structure, and culture of the United States.” It also means that race does not
function as an isolated concept, or in a vacuum. Omi and Winant make it clear that race
works through “class, gender, [and] other axes of inequality and difference.” In other words,
race functions as an intersectional entity, making the study and function of race highly
complex.430

3.4.a Critical Race Theory: A Brief History

Many popular articles discussing the underrepresentation of minority students in AP
courses rarely cite the structural foundations of policy reforms. CRT provides the language
and tools with which to dissect how and why ethnically diverse students are not placed in AP
courses, and speaks to how the expansion of AP has overtones of a “racial project.”431 These
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sections of the chapter examine Critical Race Theory in more detail, along with the historical
backdrop and difficulties that have helped to create it and that sustain its importance into
today.
CRT had its start in the legal field in the 1920s and 1930s. At that time it was coined
“Legal Realism,” and it delved into the “social and political context” of “judicial judgments”
of that era. During the Civil Rights Movement and the Vietnam War, “it re-emerged as a
movement known as Critical Legal Studies (CLS). 432 CLS grew out of the frustration of the
American government’s failure to follow through with “civil rights litigation.”433 By way of
context, following the 1954 Brown decision, which rendered segregation within public
schools to be a violation of the 14th amendment and therefore unconstitutional, the Supreme
Court made a “string of decisions which struck down segregation practices by governmental
entities.” But the progressive move did not last long. 434 The election of President Nixon
proved instrumental in truncating these legislative desegregation orders. Nixon appointed
“four justices to the Court” who were adversarial regarding racial progress for minorities.
Kevin Brown and Darrell Jackson cite a string of cases after Nixon’s election through which
to demonstrate how the Supreme Court chipped away at its ruling on desegregation, including
Keyes v. School District No. 1; Milliken v. Bradley; Washington v. Davis; and Bakke v.
Regents of the University of California.435
Many of the early CRT scholars had attended CLS conferences; many “taught in
predominantly White law schools and most of them were among the first persons of color
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hired to teach at their respective institutions.”436 The disturbing patterns of legal setbacks for
ethnic minorities were deeply troubling and epiphanic for these scholars. They realized that
law and legal judgments were not objective or neutral. CRT became a call for “new theories
and strategies” to fight “subtler forms of racism.”437
The late Derrick Bell, the first African American law professor to earn tenure at
Harvard’s School of Law, is often cited as a key originator of CRT, but he was not alone. 438
Charles Lawrence, Richard Delgado, Lani Ganier, and Kimberlé Crenshaw are legal scholars
who collaborated with Bell in ideating CRT. 439 Delgado and Stefancic include the late Alan
Freeman, Angela Harris, Mari Matsuda, and Patricia Williams, along with Bell and Crenshaw
as “principal figures” in the development of CRT. These researchers also discuss other
diverse central figures who supported the CRT movement, offering a list of American-Indian
scholars, “emerging” Black scholars, and White scholars.440
CRT has a long history in law but a short one in education. But the “explanatory”
power of CRT helped explain the intersectional oppressions that were at play in educational
contexts in the AP program. 441 It is in the spirit of this context that I use CRT to drive the
research design and data analysis for this project.
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3.4.b Tenets of CRT

Several tenets of CRT relate directly to this project:
1. Racism is a natural part of the United States;442 it is “endemic to American life.”443
2. Historical context is necessary;444 CRT rejects “ahistoricism and insists on a
contextual/historical analysis … .”445
3. Racial equality is only sought when it supports the “interests of powerful Whites”;446 there is
a dominant ideology that pervades American life, and that ideology values Whiteness over
others.447 The value of Whiteness over others supports two related but different ideas in CRT:
Interest Convergence and Whiteness as Property.

The following sections examine these tenets in more detail.

3.4.b.i Racism is Natural

There is no understanding of the United States without a conscious acknowledgment
of race. This is a “race-conscious nation” because the “hallmark of [the] history” of the
United States “has been racism.”448 American history is replete with the United States’
government constantly protecting various forms of Whiteness (i.e., slavery, The Trail of
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Tears, the Dred Scott Decision, Jim Crow, Segregation, Redlining). Taylor states that “the
assumptions of White superiority are so ingrained in political, legal, and educational
structures that they are almost unrecognizable.”449 And even when race seems “elusive,” its
impact is real, influencing all facets of American life (i.e., laws, policies, etc.). 450 The
inability to see race and its power helps to maintain an “uncritical habit of mind” that accepts
the way society is and that “justifies inequity and exploitation” as the natural order of society.
This lack of criticality is known as “dysconscious racism.”451 Thus, racism can exist even
when it is unrecognizable. All other systems are defined against White supremacy, so White
superiority seems to be the standard, the norm, the goal to which all others must aspire. 452
CRT scholars understand race as a “master category” because race links all categories.453 As
far as CRT scholars are concerned, race is inescapable.454

3.4.b.ii Racism is Presumed Natural in the AP Program
The AP program started in the 1950s under the auspice of fighting communism. It came
simultaneously with the gifted and talented program. The focus on the gifted and talented was
one initiative, the concentration on developing advanced courses was another: all were under
the umbrella of anti-communism.
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Race figures prominently within this history because schools were segregated in the
1950s. Students considered gifted and talented were White children––and students who had
access to AP courses were also White. The AP program has always mirrored American
values. It was not until the 1960s that the AP program received criticism for its propensity for
elitism.455 It goes without saying that the 1960s was when the media began to concentrate on
the efforts of the Civil Rights Movement and publicize the movement’s clarion call for equity
for all students, especially those that were marginalized. Marvin Lazerson suggests that “the
pressures of the civil rights movement of the 1960s forced institutions into more heroic
measures to overcome racial discrimination.”456 It is within this context that more schools
began to adopt AP programs.457

3.4.b.iii Rejection of Ahistoricism
What is remembered by a nation is often dictated by the people in power: “Nations
pick what’s worth remembering,” said Magdalena Gross in her explanation of historical
memory.458 Gross discusses multiple examples such as Memorial Days and textbooks that
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emphasize certain memories while downplaying others. In other words, “Whoever is in
power,” dictates what is remembered. 459 Gross also notes that the “prescribed memory” of a
nation never controls people’s memory, arguing “people can remember what is not in the
textbook” precisely because of the lived experiences. Therefore, historical memory can be an
amalgamation of different memories, and of collective memories. But the lived experience
for people provides different kinds of collective memories that can differ from the national
memory or a nation’s sanctioned memory.
For the CRT scholar, historical context matters because CRT understands the
complexities of power in its multiple manifestations. Taylor explains that there are “historic
reasons” why “Whites and people of color have had separate and unequal educations” and
opportunities. These differences do not just magically appear out of thin air; they have
historical roots, lineages to “historical and politic[al] understandings.” To dismiss this history
would also mean one would have to dismiss the policies and laws that have served as “gatekeeper[s],” preserving White privileges while suppressing the rights of others. 460
CRT scholar Gloria Ladson-Billings, one of the first people to apply CRT to the field
of education,461 argued against the culture of poverty discourse in “Makes Me Wanna
Holler”: Refuting the “Culture of Poverty” Discourse in Urban Schooling. Ladson-Billings
used CRT because it was a “powerful explanatory tool for understanding issues of inequity in
schools.” The culture of poverty discourse involves variations of popular narratives that
blame people for their own failure; it suggests that there is something “so dysfunctional” in
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their communities that explains why such communities—in this case, urban schools and
urban communities—are failing.462 But Ladson-Billings argues that this discourse “distorts
… and absolves social structures—governmental and institutional—of [their] responsibility”
in creating these vulnerable populations. 463 She speaks of multiple structures that have helped
Whites while hurting communities of color. For instance, she explains the legality of school
segregation to describe how policies dictated which schools received resources and services
while others were neglected. But, after de jure segregation ended, de facto segregation
began. This also happened the North because of redlining, for example, and other
“geographic barriers.”464

3.4.c Ahistoricism in the History of the AP Program

A major part of the narrative that AP was used as an effective education reform
hinged on a popular story highlighting a Bolivian immigrant who came to the U.S. with his
family in 1963, seeking peace and opportunity. Jaime Escalante, a passionate math teacher,
became a national phenomenon in 1988 when the film Stand and Deliver highlighted his
teaching achievements with urban, at-risk youth at Garfield High School, a school in “an
impoverished immigrant section of East Los Angeles.”465 Escalante used “AP as a lever to
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help his students gain admission to colleges like Columbia, Princeton, Berkeley, and UCLA”
to name but a few colleges and universities that some of his students attended. 466 What
shocked people the most about Garfield High School was that Escalante was able to work
with low-socioeconomic, urban Chicano students by exposing them to AP Calculus and
helping them to pass the AP Calculus exam––no small feat with the challenges he faced. To
understand the enormity of the task, one must understand the challenges affecting the school.
Garfield High School was fraught with gang-violence, low-expectations, high student and
teacher turnover, high student dropout rates, a large number of low-level courses, teachers not
teaching, adults who had stopped working, leaders who made excuses, and a district that did
not think the students could do any better than they did. At least it was a district that made
excuses, saying these students could not do any better because of their culture, their
upbringing, their poverty, their circumstances, their environments, their school, their
whatever.467 Gradillas, one of the principals of Garfield High School during Escalante’s
tenure and the most supportive principal of Escalante’s work, published his first-hand
experience of commandeering Garfield High School in the 1980s in the text, Standing and
Delivering: What the Movie Didn’t Tell. The purpose of the book was to provide contextual
information that the movie glossed over or ignored; Gradillas also did not want people to
believe—as the movie told it—that Escalante was able to move high school students from
Algebra to Calculus in one year. 468 Gradillas thought the contextual information about the
challenges students faced in Garfield High School needed to be shared, as well as the
obstacles he faced in trying to improve the school’s academic performance. The movie
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focused on Escalante, but he is just one part of a larger narrative. 469 Escalante and Gradillas
both argued that the movie did not do their students justice. In other words, it was a great
movie, but it did not match the true lived experience of urban Chicano students taking an AP
Calculus class.470

3.4.d Some Truth About Escalante and the AP Program

Escalante did not teach calculus until his fifth year at Garfield; that was in 1979. It
was not until 1982, a full three years after the start of his calculus teaching, that he had a
large number of students pass the AP exam. This is the phenomenon that is the highlight of
the movie Stand and Deliver; 471 yet Gradillas and Jesness reported that “it took Escalante
five years to build the calculus program up to the level of success shown in the movie.”472
The problem is much larger, however, than just the mischaracterization and
misinformation of Escalante’s work. When researchers reference Escalante’s work in a
discussion about AP, the tendency is to focus on AP and the idea of what AP can do for
students. This tendency lacks specific context: that is, the challenges Escalante faced from
district leaders and subsequent school leadership. The context of Escalante’s lived experience
rarely gets told.473
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Very few people write about how the adults—the school district leaders, and even
some of the principals—tried to sabotage Escalante’s work with these students because of a
deficit lens. Gradillas and Jesness’ describe how Gradillas and his staff worked to remove
low-level courses as options and replaced them with courses that could help students get into
higher-level classes. The district was not supportive of what Gradillas or Escalante were
attempting to do, but the movie excluded this information and so does much of the research
on AP that references the “Escalante Effect.” Gradillas describes his fight with the
administration to get what he needed. Finn and Scanlan’s text describes Escalante and
Gradillas pushing AP successfully as a curriculum reform in spite of a troubled school.474
Gradillas pointed out that the district’s lack of initiative was a driving force of the problems
within the school, and the district made no attempt to address these problems. In short, the
district was a key problem, not a solution. The district’s lack of leadership and willingness in
Escalante’s experience are rarely disclosed, but the expansion of the AP program was
successful in Garfield High School because of several factors driven by Gradillas’ and
Escalante’s visions, not because of the district. They were able to make academic gains in
spite of a district that was in the way!475
These narratives do not surprise CRT scholars because they represent exactly what
CRT tries to unveil—the deception of popular narratives. Critical Race Theory helps critical
researchers find the missing contextual information because such theorists know that the
missing information is to control a specific narrative, and that it is a deliberate move to deny
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the truth about school structures’ intentionality to deny equal opportunities to people of
color.476
3.4.d Interest Convergence
The late civil rights attorney Derrick Bell coined the term “interest convergence”
within the CRT framework in his 1995 essay Brown v. Board of Education and the Interest
Convergence Dilemma. Here, Bell confronted American institutions and government
agencies whose leaders showed little interest in following through on the 1954 Brown
decision of desegregating schools.477 Bell was also responding to a law professor, Herbert
Wechsler, who chided the decision as lacking “principled reasoning,”478 arguing that Blacks
really wanted to be associated with Whites in order to gain certain favors and opportunities.
Bell responded: “The interest of Blacks in achieving racial equality will be accommodated
only when it converges with the interests of Whites.”479 In other words, powerful Whites will
not actively work to remedy injustices for Black and Brown people unless they have
something to gain from that remedy. The gaining is the merging of interests or converging
interests. Bell went on to say that civil rights litigators had been arguing in the courts for
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years, with only a few wins. However, the timing of the Brown decision did not go unnoticed
for Bell because, in 1954, the United States was in the midst of fighting the Cold War. The
world was aware of the racial unrest that the Civil Rights Movements was fighting because of
the protests, the publications, and media outlets such as radio and television. But the United
States was trying to win over Third World 480 nations, and it could not adequately do this if
America was demonizing its own citizens because of race. Bell reasoned that the courts gave
up its “long-held position”481 by offering legislation that would “soften [the United States’]
stance toward domestic minorities.”482 The 1954 Brown decision was more about addressing
“foreign policy concerns”483 than addressing systemic wrongdoings and fulfilling its promise
of equity and justice for Black Americans. Bell’s publication received heavy public backlash
and criticism, but Bell offered further examples of legislative backsliding that occurred in
later decisions such as Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education and Milliken v.
Bradley (Dayton I).484

3.4.e Interest Convergence and the AP Program

Nour Dados and Raewyn Connell, “The Global South,” Contexts 11, no. 1 (Winter 2012): 11-12,
accessed March 27, 2022, https://doi.org/10.1177/1536504212436479. Some researchers recommend that it is
no longer appropriate to use the term “Third World,” but rather use the phrase “Global South,” which “refers
broadly to the regions of Latin America, Asia, Africa, and Oceania.” Global South represents “low-income”
and “politically or culturally marginalized” people. The terms “Global North” and “Global South” seemed to
spread after the “winding down” of the Cold War. Dados and Connell argued that Global South has
intersectional and political meanings because it “references an entire history of colonialism, neo-imperialism,
and differential economic and social change” that manifests in “large inequalities” for people living in these
areas.
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Bell’s theory of interest convergence can be applied to the expansion of AP on several
fronts. The College Board sees itself as democratizing the AP program by encouraging open
access to students traditionally underserved by the program. Researchers will often cite the
growth in numbers of ethnic minorities taking AP exams as proof that the AP program is
more democratic.485 Because of the challenges with the 2020 and 2021 AP Administrations, I
decided to use the 2019 AP Administration data because it was collected under more normal
testing expectations. 486 The College Board’s 2019 AP Administration showed over five
million exams taken by just under three million students. The data is broken down by race. Of
those exams, approximately 52% were taken by White students (see Table 2. Figure 6 is the
same data as in Table 2 but in a pie graph format).487
Table 2: Total Number of AP Exams Taken in 2019 (Race/Ethnicity)

RACE/ETHNICITY
American Indian/
Alaska Native
Asian
Black
Hispanic/Latino
Native Hawaiian/
Other/Pacific Islander
White

AP EXAMS TAKEN
12,694
767,947
310,031
1,114,651
6,985
2,408,497

[Source: College Board 2020]

Note: This table is adapted from the quantitative data of the College Board’s 2019 AP Exams administration by
students’ race and ethnicities (College Board, 2020).488
Lacy, “Examining AP,” 35. Lacy suggested that the College Board was in support of democratizing
its program to support “racial, ethnic, national, and age” diversity along with “urban and multiracial schools.”
485
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The 2020 AP administration data differs from previous years in substantive ways. The year 2020
was the first year AP exams were administered online because of the COVID-19 crisis, and exams were also
modified to meet the online test administration (College Board, 2020). The 2021 AP administration was also
administered under COVID conditions, so I did not reference it either.
487

I am presenting the same data in Table 2 in a different format in Figure 6 because straight numbers
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Figure 6: Total Number of AP Exams Taken in 2019 (Race/Ethnicity) (a)

[Source: College Board, 2020]
Note. This pie graph is adapted from the quantitative data of the College Board’s 2019 AP Exams administration
by students’ race and ethnicities (College Board, 2020).489

The 2019 data shows that AP has dramatically expanded access to its products and services
within diverse communities.490 It also demonstrates that AP was still disproportionately
underrepresented by students of color.491 The College Board has touted the growth in
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The data can be found in the 2019 National Report Summary at
https://research.collegeboard.org/programs/ap/data/archived/ap-2019. College Board, “Program Summary
Report,” AP Program Participation and Performance Data 2019, last modified 2019, accessed October 3, 2020,
https://research.collegeboard.org/programs/ap/data/participation/ap-2019.
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The data is available from the 2019 National Report Summary at
https://research.collegeboard.org/programs/ap/data/archived/ap-2019.
490
For context, the number of Hispanic/Latino students outnumbers Black and Asian students. What
people may not know is that schools are pushing more Hispanic/Latino students into AP Spanish courses, but
the AP expansion narrative is that Hispanic/Latino students are performing better on the exams. It could be
because these students are taking an AP course in their native language, so their improved performance may
have nothing to do with AP teacher or course quality. This comment is not to take away from Hispanic/Latino
students’ AP performance, but it does put into question the narrative AP supporters purport when they say more
diverse students are doing well on the exam. See Finn and Scanlan, Learning in the Fast Lane, 35 for more
information on Hispanic/Latino students taking AP Spanish classes.
491 The chart and graph identify Asians, and Asians do represent persons of color. This research is not
focusing on Asians, however. See note 379.
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ethnically diverse test-takers as an example of having successfully opening access to the AP
program; however, both the table and the pie graph show that AP courses via AP exams are
still disproportionately accessed by White students.492
Expanding the test potentially democratizes access to AP courses, but it also increases
revenue for the College Board. The College Board earns revenue based on the number of
tests taken, and not the passing of tests. If one compares the AP exam fees (Figure 7), five
million exams multiplied by the exam fees grosses substantial income for the College Board.

Figure 7: College Board’s AP Exam Fees
[Source: College Board, 2020]

Note: This figure lists the current exam fees for the College Board’s AP Exam (College Board, 2020).493

492

Students can enroll in an AP class and not take the AP exam. Students can also take the AP exam
without ever having enrolled in the class.
The information is available on the College Board’s AP students’ website under the tab, ‘Exam
Fees’. College Board, “Exam Fees,” AP Students: Exam Fees, last modified 2020a, accessed October 4, 2020,
https://apstudents.collegeboard.org/exam-policies-guidelines/exam-fees.
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Expanding the program converges the interests of the College Board with ethnically
diverse students’ access to such courses. The quality of the experiences for these students is
not addressed in the expansion efforts of the College Board, although it is a critical
component of the AP experience. 494 The quality of the teacher and the learning experience
designed for ethnically diverse students are critical to the AP classroom. The College Board
has little research on these factors, especially concerning racially diverse populations. Lacy
suggests that the positive trends of AP, such as increased access for minority students, are
overshadowed by the College Board’s overall trend, which has been “gaining more
revenue.”495 This trend can represent a convergence of interests. For the CRT researcher
however, this convergence has racialized historical roots as well.
CRT can also offer a divergent narrative to explain the College Board’s financial
growth. Urban schools are fraught with a variety of challenges. The expansion of AP into
urban schools as a way of addressing these schools’ “distinct education problems”496 presents
the College Board with the opportunity to sell more tests and services. Taking those tests and
offering those services, however, has not actually changed the plight facing urban schools
and their communities. The College Board’s AP expansion can be viewed as an opportunity
to sell more exams, and the organization benefits from that exchange on an astronomical
level. Furthermore, the expansion has not reduced the gate-keeping structures within schools
that hoard AP opportunities from ethnic minorities.497 The expansion can be seen as a form of

See Hallett and Venegas, “Is Increased Access Enough,” 469. Their research argues that the “quality
of experiences in the AP classroom” is contingent on several factors.
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interest convergence merely because the College Board seemingly has maintained its own
self-interests.

3.4.f Whiteness as Property

CRT provides language and tools to dissect how and why ethnically diverse students
do not have access to AP courses or why they are not placed in AP courses under the
democratizing mantra. One tenet of CRT addresses this problem specifically, and it is that
Whiteness is based on “property rights.”498 Legal scholar Cheryl Harris discusses the
relationship between race and property in her essay Whiteness as Property. When we think of
property, Harris writes, we often think of tangible items like land or a home. These items are
forms of property and are early forms of what we come to know as property. But knowing
these items as property is also “rooted in racial domination” in the United States. 499 Property
was a tool that the United States has used to establish and maintain “racial and economic
subordination.” Labor then becomes a form of property as Black labor becomes a means of
White ownership through slavery. Harris quickly explains the hypocrisy of it all by stating
that not all Africans were slaves, but “virtually all slaves were not White”; instead, “racial
Otherness” justified “the subordinated status of Blacks.” That “Otherness” then justified the
classification of people, so being Black or Negro was “justification for enslaveability.”500 The
American judicial system upheld these beliefs and political notions with laws and policies
such as the Dred Scott decision.

Quoted in Ladson-Billings and Tate, “Toward a Critical Race Theory of Education,” Teachers
College Record 97, no.1 (Fall, 1995): 16.
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For Harris, there are certain tenets that fall under the Whiteness as property concept:
(a) “right to use and [enjoy]”; (b) “the reputation as property”; (c) “the absolute right to
exclude.”501 It is within this specific discussion that the AP program becomes White property.
The discussion now shifts from physically tangible items like land and labor to abstractions
like knowledge and information, which aligns with education.
The property concept connects to education in both “explicit and implicit ways.” The
AP program represents a type of curriculum, a form of “intellectual property.”502 It is
important to remind readers at this juncture that AP and gifted and talented programs
represented an educational structural answer to America’s failing in the space race with the
Soviet Union that did not include people of color.
America has always been an “extremely race-conscious nation,” say Omi and Winant.
They argue that “groups of color” have always been treated differently. When resources are
scarce, Whites act in “exclusionary or discriminatory ways toward people of color.”503
Education is one such resource, and for many racially minoritized groups education has
always been a space of contestation because forces—seen and unseen—have repeatedly
attempted to corner such groups into a sphere that rarely anyone desires. The weaponization
of education, and the use of education to control narratives, to control groups, to control what
people should and should not learn is no different. While the College Board and its supporters
argue that they are advocating for democratizing education for racially diverse students, to
democratize a resource means that it was not readily available to persons in the first place.
The powers that decide which students deserve resources is a political and socially
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constructed one. And socially constructed means that “the knowledge is reflective of the
values and interests of those who produce it.”504

3.4.g The AP Program as Property of Whiteness

It was also in this context that the AP program (and the gifted and talented program)
became resources for White students only by becoming a “curriculum”—a “culturally
specific artifact designed to maintain” White supremacy.505 No matter how one spins the
narrative, students with access to AP were traditionally rich and White. The references to
“elite colleges” and the “democratization” of the program as it “admirably expanded its
mission to include a wider portion of the able” to “a diverse pool of able, motivated talent” or
that the expansion is “in the spirit of true educational liberalism”506 reify the point that AP
was an educational resource that was essentially White property. Access to the program
excluded racially diverse students, and it was a resource passed down from Whites to Whites.
AP courses are prime real estate because there are limited courses available, and only
a few teachers have the AP course training required to teach such classes. Limited course
offerings mean there are limited seats in AP classes. The AP program was not offered at
schools that served a majority of racially diverse students, and was excluded from these
schools, these communities––these students. The program could only be enjoyed at schools
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serving predominantly White communities and students. Within this perspective, the AP
program falls under Harris’ CRT notion of a “right to use and [enjoy].”507
The AP program has benefitted from its reputation as being a program of excellence
and exclusivity for students. Schools that offer an AP program have enjoyed the branding of
such course offerings. Historian Jack Schneider explains that within the two decades of the
AP program’s origination, schools promoted the AP brand to the extent to which it became a
symbol of “a top school”: “The best schools had one commonality—The Advanced
Placement Program.”508 Therefore, offering AP courses became a marketing and reputation
tool for schools. The problem arises when schools are not allowed to offer––or cannot offer–
–such a program. The assumption, then, becomes just the opposite; such schools are failing or
poorly resourced. This line of thought falls under Harris’ CRT Whiteness as property
principle in that “the reputation [represents] property.”509 Because minorities could not access
AP courses, Whites gained prestige and branding on the basis of the exclusivity of AP and
Whiteness.
It is important to note that the reputation concept is still at play and is connected to the
current AP expansion. Now that there is more diversity in AP programs, there is a growing
dismissiveness of the AP program as a viable curriculum. This change in property value
resembles the “White flight” that took place after the desegregation of schools following the
Brown decision when Whites abandoned schools and communities because Blacks began to
attend them. Schneider points out that there has been a decline in the prestige of the AP
program due to the AP expansion. His argument is that elite schools must maintain their
image, and the only way they can do that is by admitting students who can show they have
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taken a different curriculum to others. If lots of students have the AP credentialing, then elite
institutions cannot determine the difference between a top student versus an average student.
Similarly, if all schools are offering AP, it is hard to distinguish between a top school and an
average school.510
This argument only works if the AP exams do not matter. There are now more
students taking the AP courses and exams, but they are not passing the exam, and the AP
program specifically values this aspect. Students can also take the exams and never actually
take the course. It seems reasonable to argue that if students pass the exam, then the passing
of the exam would set those students apart from the average student. From a CRT
perspective, it seems that the passing of the exam is not a problem for elite colleges and the
wealthy. Instead, the problem focuses on exclusivity; no longer do a select few students have
the AP brand or the AP reputation, because more students have access to the courses and thus
the brand. The democratizing of the program is the fault, and this again is Whiteness as
property, in the form of reputation or status. 511
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Schneider, Excellence for All, 122.

See also Lazerson, “The College Board,” 392. Lazerson seems to suggest that expansion came with
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As enrollment in AP courses reifies elite White students’ identities, it simultaneously
reifies everyone else’s identities as well, especially when diversity is not part of an AP
program. While one group of students, usually White students, get into AP courses, other
students, usually Black and Brown students, are excluded. Who enrolls in an AP course and
who is overlooked symbolizes “the absolute right to exclude.”512 Once again, AP courses
become the property of Whiteness.

3.5 CLOSING OF THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The AP program has a long history and pattern of being disproportionately White, and
even under the current education reform of democratizing it, the program still is
disproportionately White, although there are more students of color taking AP courses and
exams. That history of only Whites having access to AP is what Omi and Winant called the
“monopolistic practices model.” This model is when the “society [is] structured in the
interests of all Whites, who gain through a systematic transfer of resources” that non-Whites
cannot achieve or do not readily achieve. Whites then can systematically keep resources “[in]
all fields” from non-Whites and keep such resources for themselves.513 Readers must
remember that the popular narrative that Black and Brown people were intellectually inferior
was widely accepted in American history long before the existence of AP, via the eugenics
movement. Science and research were frequently weaponized against racially minoritized
groups.514

512

513

Harris, “Whiteness as Property,” 282.
Omi and Winant, Racial Formation, 55.

See Katherine Cumings Mansfield, “The Color of Giftedness: A Policy Genealogy Implicating
Educators Past, Present, and Future,” Educational Studies 52, no. 4 (2016):
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131946.2016.1190364.
514

130

My theoretical framework helped me frame my research interest, thus my research
design will outline my strategy to conduct my research.515 The design is where I share my
“series of decisions” and the strategies I pursued in this research. This next section will also
show the types of data I sought and the sources of that data. 516 This data was used to
interrogate and understand the varied layers of implementing a policy for AP expansion and
its effects on urban students who are traditionally marginalized.
3.5.a Researcher’s Identity and Positionality

I personally have a love-hate relationship with the Advanced Placement Program. My
first intimate exposure to AP was during a one-week AP English Language and Composition
training course at a university in July 2005 with Trainer A.517 The training was an amazing
experience for several reasons. First, the professional development was led by a veteran
English teacher. Trainer A had been teaching for more than twenty years (although I do not
remember how long she had been teaching AP English). Most professional development
workshops provided by the district were taught by novices—people who spent too little time
in the classroom yet were attempting to tell seasoned teachers what to do. Or, the district
would have representatives from corporations, people who could quote the latest “best
practice” with little applicability in the classroom setting. Therefore, professional
developments were rarely informative or helpful. 518 Trainer A was an inspirational force. As
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a College Board trainer, she shared activities used in her classroom; she shared samples of
her students’ work; she disseminated her syllabi; she shared methods used to prepare her
students for the AP exam and for college writing demands. Her work as a practicing teacher
was impressive. This trainer was also honest about preparing her students to perform well by
revealing that she received bonuses for every child that passed AP exams. 519
There was a waitlist to get into Trainer A’s classes, and in 2005 she only taught AP
courses. Finally, Trainer A was honest about her grading load; she was transparent about the
bulk of her instructional practices—giving feedback to students’ writings. When she was
asked about some of the requirements that administrators demanded, she replied that she had
no time for completing robotic demands, tasks for the sake of doing the tasks. The amount of
writing her students had to do to prepare for the exam, and the increasing number of students
who the school was placing into her classroom, had grown so that she was bogged down in
paperwork. Her one saving grace was that she worked closely with the 10th grade English
teacher whose students fed into her AP Language course. In other words, she focused on the
ELA vertical alignment instruction to her classes. She reported that the 10th grade teacher
lacked seniority but was open to Trainer A’s teacher-leadership style. Trainer A also
explained that much of the school’s paperwork mandates were met because the younger
teacher did it for the both of them, keeping the administration appeased. That was the tradeoff: Trainer A helped the 10th grade literature teacher with how to teach activities and
strategies students needed in order to be prepared for the AP English Language course the
following year, and the younger teacher completed the enormous paperwork and
administrative requirements of record-keeping for them both.
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After this course, I started attending AP Conferences. I even began submitting
presentations on teaching activities. These were my first experiences presenting at national
conferences, but my presentations were always for the Pre-AP audience because I had not
taught AP English Language at that time. 520 In 2007, I attended a second week-long summer
workshop at another location; this was the AP English Literature and Composition training
course. I attended a third workshop in 2012—again AP English Language and Composition.
That year the AP English Language training was a refresher in teaching the course because
the College Board had made changes, including the synthesis essay and a syllabus approval.
Both the 2007 and 2012 workshops were taught by veteran teachers as well; these teachers
had retired after more than thirty years of teaching experience. I knew one of the presenters
because he had previously been my department chair in North Carolina when I started
teaching high school. I would be remiss if I did not disclose that I paid for the 2005
workshop, and I earned an AP grant to attend the 2012 workshop; my school paid for the
2007 workshop.
By 2007, the AP open access mantra had taken hold. During the workshop of that
year, the conversations focused on how to address the needs of students who had not been
adequately prepared for the reading and writing demands of an AP English class. In that
workshop, Trainer B was clear about selecting books that were more accessible in readership,
versus using the traditional canon. He told us if students are not reading, then there is little
writing happening in the classroom. He said we (teachers) did not want to be teachers just
talking to ourselves because if students are not reading, they are not communicating with
their teachers or contributing to class discussions. He also reminded teachers that
administrators very seldom take these training/professional development courses when they

Presentations: “Teaching the Research Paper to ‘At-Risk’ Students Using Children’s Literature
(2008); “Making the Synthetic Argument Applicable to Younger Students (2010); “The Interactive Notebook
for Scaffolding Pre-AP Content for Non-traditional Students (2013); “Using American Protest Literature to
Teach Rhetoric” (2015).
520
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should, because administrators need to understand what it takes for a teacher to help students
do this kind of work. He thought that if administrators were more aware, then they would be
more reflective of the types of demands they made on teachers and on AP teachers in
particular.
Attending these training sessions turned me into a staunch supporter of AP, but not
necessarily an endorser of the AP expansion. My school did not address the vertical
alignment students needed in order to have a fighting chance to fully participate in an AP
course. I did not believe in putting students in courses that were over their heads only for
them to drown, potentially losing confidence, or holding the class back if other students were
more prepared for AP. In that context, I realized that I was a gatekeeper, a person who
thought only certain students should have access to AP, while openly denying others from the
experience.521 I was also someone who believed in the power of standardized tests as a
measure of students’ academic achievements. I thought AP scores were the only serious
measure of students’ learning in AP, and I believed that AP exams were tied to my
professional ethos.
I cannot say for sure when I changed from this way of thinking. I do remember one
specific event in my career when I began to dismantle the gatekeeper mentality. During this
time, I worked for Atlanta Public Schools (APS), and the district had launched another
education reform—the small school concept, or the smaller learning communities (SLC)
concept––wherein comprehensive high schools were carved into smaller academies. The
Gates Foundation was the prominent funder of this education reform for APS. My school,
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Benjamin E. Mays High School (Mays HS), was converted into a SLC. Mays HS originally
had a Math and Science Magnet Program, and these students were the higher achieving
students. Under the conversion, the magnet program became the Math and Science SLC,
but this SLC was the only academic track that offered AP and honors courses. In theory, all
the SLCs promoted the motto that every community will provide equitable access to AP and
honors courses. I taught in the Business and Entrepreneurship Academy (BEA), but I had the
overflow honors from the Math and Science SLC. I had several BEA students who I
recommended for AP English Language in the Math and Science SLC, and they were initially
denied access because, in theory, students were not allowed to cross academies. The teacher
of AP Language was my mentor teacher, so she was able to orchestrate my students’
admissions into her course. Magnet students who were denied access to the AP course
complained; there were only 21 seats available, and the teacher had the final say concerning
who could be admitted. That next year, I and some others advocated for AP to be offered in
BEA. I held the credentials. My thinking was if BEA offered AP courses our students would
not have to compete with the Math and Science SLC. By this time in my career I also held
gifted and talented credentials and I spent my time studying and exploring the underachieving
gifted student. I had a new understanding of the challenges faced by BEA students, such as
differing tracks and course offerings, how students were labeled gifted, which teachers were
selected for the tracks, the uneven handling of discipline, and the varying efforts counselors
invested into students to name a few.
The year BEA launched AP English, the AP English teacher in the Math and Science
SLC retired. Thus, my BEA AP English class became a mix of gifted and regular students. I
dismissed the idea of AP exams because I understood that the BEA students had come
through English teachers who may not have had command of their content and craft. The goal
for my AP course was to help students understand how these specific AP skills would prepare
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them for college. I remember my administration trying to handpick which students should
take the AP exam; they only wanted students they thought could pass the exam, so they
exclusively handpicked the math and science students. The administration and I had
differences in philosophies using this technique; I thought all the students should take it for
sheer exposure. The administration said they were not paying for that many tests, and they
did not see the value in students taking the test if they could not pass it. In a meeting with the
principal, the head counselor, and the testing coordinator, I told them that I would contact the
parents of my students to inform them that the administration was cherry-picking which
students could take the assessment to manipulate test data and, therefore, the school’s
reputation. It was not the administration’s decision who should and should not take the test;
that decision should be left to students. My call blitz would begin that night around 8pm, and
I was giving parents the executive director’s phone number and email with which to launch
the attack.522 I did not hold back. The principal reluctantly acquiesced. My students decided if
they wanted to take the test, but the most critical point was that it was their decision and no
one else’s.
I wish I could say that was the only time I clashed with administration; it was
not. But that experience was a turning point in my professional career in understanding how
access to AP could be a game-changer for students. Consequently, how I feel about the
expansion of the AP program to urban students is complicated. At the time of this writing, I
am a 20-year veteran African American English teacher, and I am also a reader for the AP
English Language Exam. More importantly, I am an urban teacher and have been teaching
urban students for the bulk of my teaching career. I do not profess neutrality in this
research.523 I am an African American urban teacher who has experienced education reforms

522

The executive director is the supervisor of the school’s principal.

523

Bloomberg and Volpe, Completing Your Qualitative Research, 92.
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that target Black and Brown children to their detriment. I am therefore suspicious of many
reforms, especially reforms created by outsiders that claim to address the needs of ethnically
diverse students. The College Board created a culture of elitism within their AP Program that
many educators embraced and have not yet let go. There is also growing debate about what
an AP course should look like in the course design with the AP expansion. The dominant
thinking about course content and design tends to favor westernized, hegemonic, dominant
values. Maybe the College Board expects teachers to figure it out, since we should know our
students. But attitude reflects leadership. The College Board benefitted from the exclusionary
practices of its AP program. I need to see the College Board help teachers become better
prepared for students of color, teaching teachers how to serve students of color in AP
classrooms responsively. Expansion is more than just being present.
Hence this dissertation study stands as a political act. 524 I am an urban minority
educator, and I teach in an urban space. If the College Board does not learn the needs of
urban ethnically diverse students, then the AP expansion becomes just another “White gaze,”
another outsider pontificating and dictating to people of color. 525 The College Board will
have to learn to do the “unimaginable.” It is only then, by doing the “unimaginable” that the
College Board will be truly democratizing education for those traditionally marginalized.

524

Bloomberg and Volpe, Completing Your Qualitative Research, 63.

525
Toni Morrison, “Toni Morrison Beautifully Answers an ‘Illegitimate’ Question on Race,” interview
by Charlie Rose, YouTube, January 19, 1998, video, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Kgq3F8wbYA.
Morrison was asked would she ever write about White people, and she explained that having “to do it” or
“prove that she could do it” (i.e., writing about White people) was insulting. She said that the question presented
as if writing about White people was more important than writing about marginalized people. She also said the
question was never posed to White writers if they would write about Black people. She said the question was
not a “legitimate” question and that it should have never been posed to her. The question also reduces the
experiences of Black people as if our lives do not matter unless White people are part of the narrative. She
closed the interview by saying she had spent her entire life trying to ensure that the “White gaze” was never the
dominant voice in her books.
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CHAPTER 4

The purpose of this study is to understand some of the experiences ethnically diverse
students encounter when they enroll in AP classes in demographically urban schools. The
study also includes urban teachers’ experiences of teaching AP classes to ethnically diverse
students in urban schools. Specifically, this study seeks to answer the following questions:
RQ1

What experiences/ideas do urban minority youth have about what helps and hurts
them in their AP classes?

RQ2

What do these experiences suggest for tailoring AP courses for urban minority
students?

RQ3

What experiences/ideas do urban teachers offer about their practices in diverse
contexts that challenge, alleviate, or perpetuate and exacerbate the AP classroom
experience for urban minority youth?

4.1 DATA SYNTHESIS: UNCOVERING THEMES

Data analysis began with reviewing my research to describe what urban minority
youth and their teachers experience in their AP classrooms. Those experiences were highly
varied, and it was not possible to write about every finding in the data collection. Therefore, I
selected the data most relevant to this project. 526 This part of the project was where the
process of synthesizing the studies manifested. The synthesis part of the metasynthesis was
intended to find “themes that most powerfully represent the entire dataset.”527 There were
multiple ways of achieving this synthesis. The method chosen was “the process of combining
themes and categories across the studies to create a new perspective or view of the issues.”528

526

Harry F. Wolcott, Transforming Qualitative Data: Description, Analysis, and Interpretation
(Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, 1994), 57. Wolcott discusses using description in data analysis as an art
and science, but a researcher uses a mixture of description, analysis, and interpretation.
527

Major and Savin-Baden, An Introduction to Qualitative Research Synthesis, chap. 4.

528

Major and Savin-Baden, An Introduction to Qualitative Research Synthesis, chap. 4.
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A metasynthesis is an act of interpretation; therefore the concepts and the studies for each
concept were grouped by including quotations from the “participants themselves,” as well as
using researchers’ explanations “derived” from participants.529 When using a researcher’s
point of view from the study, the speaker was identified as the researcher. Likewise, when it
was a quotation from a student, the speaker was denoted as a student. I also identified a
teacher participant as a teacher when providing the quotation by such a participant.
It is essential to be “critical and reflexive” in this process because my combination of
the themes and concepts relies heavily on my understanding and the point of view of each
participant in the study.530 In other words, what is discussed and the narratives portrayed are
intricately connected to me, as the researcher. The research is thus still reflected through my
lens, but to maintain reflexivity, I kept a research journal to capture my thoughts and ideas.
Before aggregating a synthesis, several researchers recommend providing a table or
chart with the characteristics of each study. 531 The list of studies and their characteristics are
therefore represented in Table 3 below.

529

Sandelowski and Barroso, Handbook for Synthesizing Qualitative Research, chap. 6.

530

Major and Savin-Baden, An Introduction to Qualitative Research Synthesis, chap. 4.

531
Finfgeld-Connett, A Guide to Qualitative Meta-synthesis, 32; Major and Savin-Baden, An
Introduction to Qualitative Research Synthesis, chap. 4.
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Table 3: Comparison of Articles

AUTHOR(S)

LOCATION

PARTICIPANTS

DATA
COLLECTION
METHOD

THEORETICAL
FRAMEWORK

RESEARCH
QUESTIONS

1

Ellis (2018)

Washington,
D.C.

29 students

Focus groups

Phenomenological
Variant of
Ecological
Systems Theory
(PVEST)

RQ1: What do Black
students perceive as
psychosocial factors that
contribute to their ethnic
groups’ representation in
AP STEM courses? RQ2:
What influences cause
Black students to enroll in
AP STEM courses? RQ3:
What do Black students
perceive as beneficial to
their performance in AP
STEM courses?

2

Flennaugh et
al. (2017)

Los Angeles,
CA

25 students

Focus groups;
semi-structured
interviews.

Critical Race
Theory (CRT)

No RQs; Students discuss
challenges they
experience in their high
school when preparing for
postsecondary education.

3

Flowers and
Banda (2019)

Northeast US

6 students

Case study;
content analysis

Self-efficacy and
Science Identity

RQ1: What are the
perceptions that Black
male students who are
enrolled in AP math and
science courses hold
about their identity in
regards to STEM
possibilities? RQ2: What
are the perceptions of
Black male students with
regard to the collegegoing environment in AP
courses as it relates to
STEM possibilities?

4

Godley,
Monroe, and
Castma
(2015)

Pittsburgh,
PA

3 teachers

Teachers writing
their narratives

None provided

No RQs; Three teachers
discuss changes to their
AP English classroom to
support equity when more
diverse students enrolled.

5

Halasa
(2012)

Akron, OH

6 students

Oral histories;
in-depth
interviews

None provided

RQ1: What the ecology
of African American
males’ descriptions of
their school science, their
peer school science
community, their lived
experiences during and
after graduation, and their
meso-community?
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6

Hayes (2010)

Duval
County in FL

5 teachers

Focus group;
interviews;
structured
interviews

Vygotsky’s
contention that
“the mechanism
of individual
developmental
change is rooted
in society and
culture”. His idea
of environment
and culture on a
child’s
development.

RQ1: How has the statefunded professional
development, supervised
by the College Board,
with a curriculum
including a component of
cultural competency and
offered to volunteer
teachers of AP courses in
high poverty and high
minority public high
schools in Florida,
influenced participants’
practice, beliefs, and
attitudes toward teaching
minority and
underrepresented students
in AP courses? Sub
question: As a result of
the professional
development, how have
practices, beliefs, and
attitudes changed, if at all,
toward teaching students
of color and
underrepresented
students?

7

Higgins
(2015)

Los Angeles,
CA

8 teachers

Interviews;
extensive
observations;
document
analysis

None provided

RQ1: According to
teachers, what are the
major barriers to
preparing low-income and
minority students to pass
Advanced Placement
exams? RQ2: What
changes to the current AP
program do teachers
recommend to address
these barriers? RQ3: To
what extent do teachers
use instructional strategies
shown to be effective with
low-income and minority
students as interventions
in the AP classroom?
What are the perceived
benefits of forming a
Professional Learning
Community of AP
teachers?

8

Howard
(2003)

Western and
Midwestern
US

20 students

Semi-structured
interviews

Constant
Comparative
method from an
interpretivist
stance

RQ1: How would you
describe your academic
identity? RQ2: Who and
what were the most
important influences in
the development in your
academic identity? RQ3:
What role has your
experience in school
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shaped your academic
identity?
9

Izzo (2012)

Los Angeles,
CA

4 teachers

Direct
observations;
interviews

Interpretivist
Paradigm using
deductive and
sequential
analysis

RQ1: What are the
expectancy themes that
emerge from teachers’
sense-making of their
interactions with students
in the classroom? RQ2:
How do teachers manifest
differential expectations
for students through
classroom interactions?
RQ3: Are these
expectations situated in
the conceptual
frameworks of deficit and
dynamic thinking and
Critical Race Theory?

10

Johnson
(2011)

Los Angeles,
CA

4 teachers; 8
students

Participant
observations;
semi-structured
interviewing;
group
discussions;
email surveys

Critical Race
Theory (CRT)

RQ1: How do English
Teachers attempt to help
African American males
develop languages and
literacies of power? RQ2:
How do African
American males assess
and articulate their
engagement in their
English classes? a. How
do they define powerful
English teaching? b. How
do they talk about
language and literacies of
power?

11

Lackey and
Lowery
(2020)

Midwestern
US

1 principal; 1
guidance
counselor; 2 AP
teachers at two
schools

Interviews;
document
analysis

Critical Race
Theory (CRT)

RQ1: How do written
policies and commonly
used practices guide the
implementation of AP
enrollment criteria in two
urban high schools? RQ2:
What patterns are
revealed regarding
decision making,
enrollment criteria, and
African American male
enrollment in AP courses
in two urban high
schools?

12

Manos
(2010)

Southern
California

30 students; 5
teachers; 4
administrators

Focus groups;
interviews;
classroom
observations;
document
review

None provided

RQ1: How is the AP
program currently being
implemented in one urban
school? RQ2: What are
student, teacher,
counselor and district
leader attitudes about
access to AP coursework,
resources available to
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support AP course
quality, and AP exam
taking?
13

Nazemi
(2017)

Pacific
Northwest
US

1 teacher; 8
students

Classroom
observations;
semi-structured
interviews;
informal
conversations

Sociocultural
Theory of Identity
and Critical Race
Theory (CRT)

RQ1: According to
female students of color,
how does their
racial/ethnic identity play
a role in their learning of
mathematics? How do
female students of color
view themselves in
relation to other racial
groups, in their
mathematics classroom?
RQ2: What racialized
narratives exist within a
Complex Instruction
classroom with a race
conscious White female
teacher? RQ3: How do
students’ racialized
narratives regarding
learning mathematics
reflect and/or run counter
to dominant neoliberal,
colorblind ideologies?

14

Rowland
(2017)

West-Central
FL

5 teachers total; 1
urban teacher; 3
rural and
suburban; 1
unidentified
teacher

Interview; field
notes; research
journal

Constructivism

RQ1: In what ways do
five teachers’
backgrounds and
experiences influence
their perspectives
regarding teaching the
APUSH course in Title I
schools? RQ2: In what
ways do these APUSH
teachers in Title I schools
describe the environment
and culture of the high
school where they
currently teach? RQ3: In
what ways do personal
beliefs influence these
teachers’ pedagogical
planning when teaching
the APUSH course to
students in a Title I high
schools? RQ4: In what
ways are these APUSH
teachers’ planning in Title
I schools influence by
teaching a diverse student
population? RQ5: In
what ways are these
APUSH teachers’
pedagogy in Title I
schools influenced by the
College Board’s redesign
of the APUSH course?
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RQ6: In what ways do
these APUSH teachers
adapt to the value-added
model (VAM) approach
to teacher evaluation,
given the push for
expanding low-SES
participation in AP
courses? RQ7: What are
the perceptions of these
APUSH teachers in Title I
schools about the course
and the AP Program as a
pathway to students’
higher education and as a
means of socioeconomic
upward mobility?
15

Swanson and
Nagy (2014)

“Deep
South” US

2 administrators; 4
teachers; 6
students

Document
review;
interviews;
observations;
focus groups

Not explicit

RQ1: What was the
conceived plan for the
APA? How did the plan’s
implementation fit with
the original intent? RQ2:
When examined from
various perspectives, what
supports existed for
minority students in highlevel, rigorous course
work? RQ3: What
individual student
attributes impact
motivation? Are other
significant influences on
student success evident?

16

Taliaferro
and DeCuirGunby
(2007)

North
Carolina

11 teachers,
administrators,
and other faculty

Surveys;
interviews;
focus groups

Operational
Citizenship

RQ1: Does participation
in the American
Excellence Association
impact the achievement of
participating students? A
sub-question was to what
extent, if at all, does the
American Excellence
Association impact
enrollment in honors and
AP courses?

NVivo 12’s matrix coding query tool allowed a view of which concepts received the
most codes across the studies, and the findings from each study were grouped according to
specific concepts. 532 The findings did not have to be the same, but they did have to speak to

532
Sandelowski and Barroso, Handbook for Synthesizing Qualitative Research, chap. 6. Sandelowski
and Barroso refer to this process as “grouping.”
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the same coded concept. NVivo 12 was used to ascertain which concepts intersected the most
files. The results for this query represented that these concepts were present in most studies.
The NVivo 12 matrix coding query details were also used to discuss the data analysis.

4.2 FINDINGS

The study showed that students’ experiences provided a fuller analysis of AP access
and equity in AP expansion. Urban teachers’ experience also provided evidence to missing
narratives because there are not many qualitative studies that have focused on urban AP
students of color. A metasynthesis of qualitative studies provides some insight into these
students’ and teachers’ experiences, while highlighting several contextual factors that must be
addressed if educational equity is truly to be a goal of the AP expansion.
The analysis produced three major themes. One theme was teachers acting as “policy
actors” enacting an AP Policy with contradictory demands.533 The next two themes fall under
the unintended consequences of open AP access. Although open AP access is premised on
equity, the enactment of such a policy reinforces deficit beliefs and gatekeeping tendencies.
Open AP access also blurs the lines between deficit thinking and poor teaching skills.

4.2.a Finding 1: Teachers are “policy actors” enacting an AP policy with “contradictory
demands.”
Research Question: What experiences/ideas do urban teachers offer about their practices in
diverse contexts that challenge, alleviate, or perpetuate and exacerbate the AP classroom
experience for urban minority youth?

533

See Ball, Maguire, and Braun, How Schools Do Policy. This text explicitly explains that teachers are
part of enacting policies. The open access of AP would be the district’s or school’s policy, but teachers must
“do” the policy. The teachers are interpreting and translating an AP policy in their classrooms.
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THEMES AND SUBTHEMES534
Content vs. Skills = Teachers as “policy
actors” enacting an AP policy with
“contradictory” demands.

EXAMPLES
Teacher: “Sometimes we do not have the background, the prerequisite
courses. I had a student one year who told me that it was his first time
writing an essay in English class. And he was a junior … Yes, he
struggled tremendously during the school year. He did not pass the AP
exam … .”535
Teacher: “No. I don’t care anymore. My kids are going to perform, how
they’re going to perform. My value-added score has gone down, since
teaching AP students. Getting them to move is harder than a low-level kid
[regular ed.]. When I taught regular world and American history, I could
get every kid to show a gain, but in AP not so much.”536
Teacher: “I think they’re not passing for two reasons. One is just their
overall skills, in terms of literacy and vocabulary. I think it’s a bigger
issue than just [school site], I think it’s an issue that starts earlier, middle
school, elementary. They’re being passed on, they’re moving up to
higher-grade levels and they don’t have the skills.”537
Teacher: “Because students have unique approaches to the course and
vary sets of strengths and weaknesses, it is difficult to provide a ‘onesize-fits-all’ strategy to help all students persist or succeed;… .”538
Teacher: “I think they just lack a foundation of so many things…of
reading comprehension skills, writing skills, and emphasis of education at
home…work ethic…time to actually do the work… .”539

4.2.b Context for Finding 1
One “first order theme”540 across studies was Content vs. Skills, a comparison of
students’ skills developed for or during their enrollment in AP courses compared to the
academic skills many diverse minority students had before they enrolled in AP courses.

Kelly Park, Vera Caine, and Randolph Wimmer, “The Experiences of Advanced Placement and
International Baccalaureate Diploma Program Participants: A Systematic Review of Qualitative Research,”
Journal of Advanced Academics 25, no. 2 (May 2014): https://doi.org/10.1177/1932202X14532258. I mirrored
the themes and subthemes charts after the charts and diagrams used in this article.
534

535

Izzo, “Teachers’ Deficit,” 261.

536

Rowland, “Perspectives of Advanced Placement,” 47.

537

Higgins, “Closing the Achievement Gap,” 45.

538

Manos, “The Advanced Placement,” 88.

539

Izzo, “Teacher’s Deficit,” 183.

540

Major and Savin-Baden, An Introduction to Qualitative Research Synthesis, chap. 4.
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Several studies that used interviews of urban teachers repeatedly discussed how challenging it
was to try to teach advanced content when students were never or rarely exposed to the
necessary skills needed to navigate that content before enrolling in an AP course.
Most teachers across the studies understood their school’s purpose for opening access
to AP courses as a means of providing opportunities for students who were shut out from
advanced coursework. However, many teachers voiced their frustrations in teaching AP
course content when students lacked some of the skills necessary to manage the material.
A few studies identified teachers who made teaching the skills and the content of an
AP course a priority. In one study, a teacher taught a skill about being informed in current
events as part of a weekly activity. The theory was that students needed knowledge about
current issues affecting the world in order to understand how to tackle some of the AP
questions in the course and on the exam. The researcher coined this technique as giving
students “‘multiple points of entry’ into the AP curriculum,” but teachers in most of the
studies could not effectively do both––i.e. teach both AP content and the foundational skills
needed to execute an understanding of that content. This was based on teachers’ comments
and the researchers’ comments and observations. 541 For instance, in Higgin’s study, one
teacher stated:

I think it’s hard in an AP class to try to address literacy issues because most of the time
you’re trying to spend reviewing content, and the more time you spend on test-taking skills,
and literacy skills, and vocab, and critical reasoning, the less time you have for AP content in
general.542

Godley, Monroe, and Castma, “Increasing Access,” 32–33. These authors are writing about their AP
English courses transitioning to open access. Monroe describes his changes in curriculum as being to help
academically weaker students access course materials.
541

542

Higgins, “Closing the Achievement,” 46.
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This teacher believed that AP content was sacrificed when basic skills were covered.
However, several teachers in different studies blamed the students, concluding that those
students should not be enrolled in an AP course in the first place. In Izzo’s study, one teacher
complained that she did not know how to help students, while also indicating that “the other
side of it is that they [students] really just might not have the intelligence level … they are
just not going to get that far in the next 4 or 5 months.”543 This teacher expressed this attitude
despite the fact she admitted that students were not exposed to the skills they need to do
advanced academic work. Table 4 highlights all the studies that contributed to the initial
concept of Content vs. Skills.

Table 4: Themes as Identified in Each Primary Research Report

Article reference
number (see
Table 1)544
Theme/subtheme:
Teachers as
“policy actors”
enacting an AP
policy with
“contradictory”
demands

1

2

3

4

5

X

X

X

X

X

6

7

X

8

9

10

X

X

11

12

13

14

15

X

X

X

X

16

*Studies with only teacher data: 4, 7, 9, 14

4.2.c Discussion on Finding 1
The initial finding of Concept vs. Skills led to the “second order” theme of teachers
enacting the AP open access policy with contradictory demands. This concept comes from
Ball, Maguire, and Braun’s 2012 work, How Schools Do Policy, Policy Enactments in
Secondary Schools. Here, they argued that policy is “done by and done to teachers” because

543

Izzo, “Teacher’s Deficit,” 248.

Park, Caine, and Wimmer, “The Experiences.” This chart was an idea from Park, Caine, and
Wimmer’s work.
544
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they are “actors and subjects” to policies enacted by schools and their districts.545 When a
school opens an AP course to all students, the enactment of opening the course is a policy
that must be enacted by the classroom teacher. The teacher is not a passive subject in this
policy because s/he must do something in the classroom to implement the policy. Ball,
Maguire, and Braun state that the teacher must interpret and contextualize the policy into
teaching; they are responsible for transforming the policy into an act of teaching and
learning.546 With each study in this metasynthesis, the manifestation of AP open access
differed based on the context of the school and the individual teacher. No two teachers in the
same study implemented an open AP course in the same way. This finding even includes
teachers who were tasked with teaching the same course. For example, in Johnson’s study, all
four of his participants taught AP English Literature and Composition, but the teaching
techniques and styles they used to connect with their students varied. 547 Likewise, each
school and district in each study also differed in how they executed an open access AP
policy. Each study was contextually different, indicating that qualitative studies are not
generalizable.
The AP course covers advanced academic content, but students struggle when not
exposed to the skills necessary to navigate such content. Teachers were trying to implement
and support the idea of open AP access, but they too experienced difficulties with teaching
that content while also trying to teach the foundational skills required to help students access
that same content. Some teachers shared concerns about their AP scores when students fail to
pass the test, fearing that they (teachers) would be blamed for the students’ low performance.
Teachers reported feeling that they were being penalized for low test scores when the

545

Ball, Maguire, and Braun, How Schools Do Policy, 2.

546

Ball, Maguire, and Braun, How Schools Do Policy, 2.

547

Johnson, “Powerful Pedagogies.”
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students had not been initially prepared in their school for the requirements of AP
coursework. For districts and schools to demand open access to AP courses for all students
without equipping them with the necessary skills to succeed in such advanced courses is a
contradiction of the open access policy where both teachers and students are potentially
penalized.

4.2.d Finding 2: Reinforcing Deficit Beliefs and Gate Keeping Tendencies
Research Question: What experiences/ideas do urban minority youth have about what helps
and what hurts them in their AP classes?
THEMES AND SUBTHEMES
Deficit Lens and Interesting Points =
Unintended Consequence of AP Open
Access =
Reinforcement of Deficit Beliefs and
Gate Keeping tendencies

EXAMPLES
Student: “I had this one teacher, and he would just smirk and shake his head
whenever I got an answer wrong. It was like he was thinking to himself
‘Dumb Black kids, he needs to just stick to sports.’ It’s hard to explain,
because teachers don’t ever come straight out and say it [that they have low
expectations for African American students], but their actions and
expressions say a lot. And you can try to ignore that, but when it’s your
teacher, you can’t tell me that it doesn’t affect what you think about yourself,
and how smart you think you are.”548
Teacher: “They don’t have enough exposure to people that talk and speak that
way.”549
Student: “When we first came to 9th grade, they split us [AP STEM students]
up into two groups, but they don’t even tell us. A lot of people feel like … we
were better than [the other group] … . “550
Student: “The principal gave them horrible teachers because they were lower
kids … That’s why they put them like that. They split us up, and they got
those pointless, worthless teachers because they—like, the principal—felt
like those kids weren’t learning nothing anyways so they ain’t gone learn
nothing no more.”551

548

Howard, “A Tug of War for Our Minds,” 12.

549

Higgins, “Closing the Achievement,” 44.

550

Ellis, “A Strengths-Based Approach,” 47.

551

Ellis, “A Strengths-Based Approach,” 47.
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Teacher: “But another thing is that socially, the messages that they’re getting
about where they should be or who should be there, who belongs. You know?
Like even the fact that we have AP Stats and we have two sections of it now,
and two sections of AP Calculus, it’s so exciting to me because when I started
here we had neither of those classes, now we have four. So that’s really
exciting. And then in the last couple of years, I mean having kids in any of
those classes is powerful. However, if you walk into AP Stats or you walk
into AP Calc, again you will see a divide, you will see a much higher
proportion of Asian, Asian decent students in Calc, and a much higher
proportion of African American, East African, and still Asian American
students, but even among the Asian American, like more of the pacific
islanders are showing up, or you know Filipino students are showing up in
my AP stats. So there’s definitely a divide in the, you know, of the color of
the students in my class and so they’re getting messages about what they can
do and can’t do.”552

4.2.e Context for Finding 2
While coding with NVivo 12, there were times when a study’s information did not fit
into the traditional first order coded concepts. When this occurred, the solution was to create
a coded concept called ‘Interesting Points’ to identify the information that seemed significant,
although it was not clear how or why during the coding process. Determining what
information was significant in the data and applying a code to represent a researcher’s
understanding of that information was never a linear process.553 Philip Adu recommends
writing memos during the coding process as a way of journaling the researcher’s thoughts
and ideas.554 Instead of using the memo feature in NVivo 12, this present research used the
annotation feature to accomplish the same task of journaling thoughts and ideas of the data. 555
After re-reading the interesting points, it was possible to identify a pattern in the studies that
addressed deficit theories, but the study already had a code for deficit lens. When interesting
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ideas.”

Nazemi, “Racialized Narratives,” 102–103.
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Adu, A Step-by-Step Guide to Qualitative Data Coding, 32.
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Adu, A Step-by-Step Guide to Qualitative Data Coding, 44.
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Jackson and Bazeley, Qualitative Data, 98. They recommend using annotations in NVivo to “track
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points were checked with the deficit lens, it emerged that many instances were the same data;
therefore, the deficit lens and those interesting points were merged. The major theme from
the combined Interesting Points and Deficit Lens concepts seemed to fall under a second
order theme––Unintended Consequences of AP Open Access––because several troubling
patterns were discovered that seemingly counter the equity via access narrative purported by
the College Board and policy makers’ assumptions about opening AP to diverse sectors.
Under the “unintended consequences” second order theme came several sub-themes that
related to this more prominent theme: Reinforcement of Deficit Beliefs and Gate Keeping
tendencies, and the Blurred Lines between Deficit Thinking and Poor Teaching Skills.
The expansion and opening of AP courses to traditionally marginalized communities
is often framed in terms of democratic, equity, and opportunity discourses. Philip Sadler’s
essay explained how AP is changing the educational landscape in its expansion by “closing
the achievement gap by equalizing educational opportunity” in the hope that students who
find themselves grappling with poverty can find access to advanced coursework as a way of
changing their future trajectory. 556 Tim Lacy argues that the AP program has tried to move
away from its original elite status by becoming more democratic and by embracing “a more
diverse pool” of students.557 Pro AP supporters Finn and Scanlan have explained that the
expansion of AP courses as an education reform could potentially have positive effects for
students who have been shunned from AP classes, acknowledging that “attitudes and
expectations need to be altered” to do so.558 What is lost in such discourse is the detail, the
specifics about what problems have continued to persist since open AP access was launched
and what changes should be considered once AP access becomes available to all students.
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The expansion of AP attempted to address an opportunity gap that has always existed in
America’s educational landscape for minority and lower socioeconomic students. 559 The
program has also benefited from a “cultural meaning”560; historically it was part of an elite
fleet of American schools, providing “cultural markers” for students, suggesting that those
who enrolled in AP courses were more successful, or more intelligent, than most students.
One could argue that opening the AP program to more diverse students should reap
similar “cultural markers” for those diverse students. Unfortunately, the data from many of
these qualitative studies does not support that argument. Ironically, the data supported that
precisely the opposite could happen, i.e., placing more diverse students in AP courses under
the guise of AP expansion seemed to reinforce existing deficit beliefs about those students.
‘Deficit thinking’ is a belief that oppresses a group of people. Richard Valencia
defined it as “the cruel and unjust use of authority and power to keep a group of people in
their place.”561 He argued that schools are organized in a way to prevent certain groups from
learning, and that deficit thinkers tend to blame the victims for their inadequacies rather than
blame the macro and micro policies and the societal structures that created the problems––or,
in this case, the school failures. 562 Deficit thinking was evident in several studies that focused

559
Welner and Carter, “Achievement Gaps,” 3. Welner and Carter discuss the historical denial of
“equitable educational opportunities,” especially for Black and Latino populations. The discussion of the
achievement gap for these students overwhelmingly obscures how American society helped produce this gap
through policies and procedures. See also Ladson-Billings, “Lack of Achievement,” 13. Ladson-Billings argued
that the “deliberate inequity” fuels many disparities we see today, especially in education.

Carter, “Student and School Cultures & the Opportunity Gap,” 144. Carter argued that schools are
replete with “cultural markers,” or indicators that represent who is intelligent and who is not. Special classes can
reinforce this identity with higher and lower tracked classes. What is taught in these classes can also reinforce a
student’s identity. See also Leonardo and Grubb, Education and Racism, 83. Leonardo and Grubb said AP and
the IB (International Baccalaureate) create a hierarchy that ranks students, and this student hierarchy tends to
fall on racial differences. Students in these classes reap the benefits of that ranking and prestige. Students not in
these classes are deemed to be on the lower hierarchy scale.
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on teachers’ beliefs regarding the expansion of AP to diverse learners. For example, in
Hayes’ study, the findings included a theme of low expectations. Hayes cited multiple
teachers blaming students for their inability to perform and learn in an AP course. One
teacher said, “Many of these kids are behavioral problems, and they will continue to be. They
can’t operate in this environment. They don’t have what it takes, they don’t have the
background. They don’t have the support at home.”563 In this example, the teacher described
the students’ behavior and assumes that the students cannot learn AP content. The teacher’s
assumptions do not attests to students’ actual academic abilities; they are deficit tropes.
Valencia states that deficit thinkers are typically illogical in their explanations. He writes,
“Deficit thinking typically offers a description of behavior in pathological or dysfunctional
ways––referring to deficits, deficiencies, limitations, or shortcomings in individuals, families
and cultures.”564 The teacher’s reference to students not having the background does not
represent students’ deficiencies, but it does describe these students’ academic institutions.
Suppose students have not been exposed to a curriculum that prepared them for AP courses.
In that case, it is not the students’ fault for not having the foundation for AP courses, but
rather the fault of the academic institution that the students attend. The teacher in the example
just cited, however, placed the blame on students and their families and not the institution of
which she is a part.
Robert Izzo’s study also identifies deficit thinking in two out of four teachers
interviewed. One teacher, “Erin,” said she did not see race when teaching her students, but in
subsequent interviews she labelled the students as poor and minority while arguing that they
should not be in her class: “You are going to pick these kids who, you know, you are going to
encourage them to go into AP and they are going to be poor and a minority, and so, are they
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going to study? The kids that I had that were AP Challenge were the laziest kids I have ever
had in AP.”565 In other interviews, she contradicted herself: “First of all I do not know who is
low-income. I know who is minority, but I do not know who is low-income.”566 This teacher
has a deficit lens toward minority and lower socioeconomic students. From reading Izzo’s
analysis on this teacher, Erin did not understand her implicit bias, nor did she understand how
that bias impacted her classroom and her effect on students. She blamed counselors for
choosing the wrong type of student for her AP Human Geography course.567 She also blamed
students for their lack of success in her AP course because they needed “prior academic
experiences in AP classes and interests” to do well on the AP exam.568 However, if they
lacked that experience, she tried to encourage them to drop.569 Encouraging students to
discontinue the course is akin to gate keeping behavior, because she does not want the
students in her AP classroom. Instead of teaching these students, she would rather not deal
with them. She takes no responsibility in her instruction to help prepare diverse students but
blames students’ lack of exposure on the students themselves. She does not blame the
institution as a failure for the fact that students lack exposure to the necessary skills; instead,
the middle schools and younger grades in high school that feed the students into AP courses
remain, in Erin’s opinion, exculpatory of blame. 570
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To emphasize how entrenched people believe that academic institutions do not
deserve the blame for students’ failures, Danny Lackey and Kendra Lowery’s study
demonstrated it with a group of educators. Lackey and Lowery asked a group of educators
how they could change their current AP enrollment for African American males. After
showing the group district level data that indicated “the disproportionate underrepresentation
of African American males in AP courses,” many of the educators were described as
“surprised” and “visibly distraught.” 571 When pressed about the changes they could make to
their school’s program in addressing this lack of Black male representation in AP courses,
many shared vague suggestions about middle schools doing something different: “You have
to start early. You’re going to have to back it up at least to middle school. And try to do
something different with kids across the board to recognize potential and recognize kids who
are motivated.”572 Lackey and Lowery interviewed one principal, one guidance counselor,
and two AP teachers from two urban schools in this study. These individuals collectively
refused to accept ownership of their school structures as impacting African American males’
enrollment in AP. These educators thus placed the responsibility for addressing the
underrepresentation of African American males in AP courses at their own schools on the
feeder schools that have no AP courses. But AP courses are not offered in middle school;
they are only available in high schools. At no point did they consider how they themselves
and their school’s structure could impact these students’ enrollment in AP. Lackey and
Lowery remarked, “Educators were willing to suggest changes in earlier years with little
engagement or reflection about what they as individuals or collectively could do differently.
It is unclear if this reveals a lack of knowledge about how to make changes, a lack of
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efficacy, or both.”573 What is clear was that they were willing to shift the responsibility to
someone else or somewhere else. Table 5 highlights all the studies that contributed to the
initial theme of Deficit Lens and Interesting Points.

Table 5: Themes; Reinforcement of Deficient Beliefs and Gate Keeping Tendencies

Article reference number (see
Table 1)

1

Theme and subtheme:
Reinforcement of Deficit Beliefs
and Gate Keeping Tendencies

X

2

3

4

X

X

5

6

7

8

9

X

X

X

X

10

11
X

12

13

14

15

X

16
X

4.2.f Discussion for Finding 2

The initial notions of Deficit Lens and Interesting Concepts merged to form the next
“second order” theme of Unintended Consequences of AP open access. This meta-theme was
an umbrella for several subthemes. A pattern that emerged in several studies was the irony of
how open AP access can reinforce teachers’ deficit lens and gatekeeping tendencies. A deficit
lens is a form of oppression, and oppression “is to hold down––to press––and deny a social
group full access and potential in a given society.”574 In the context of this study, a deficit
lens continued to press diverse minority students enrolled in their AP courses after open
access. Several studies showed that teachers did not see these students’ presence as an
opportunity to teach and build knowledge, but instead saw them as a burden to their AP
classrooms and the teachers themselves. Interviews revealed that teachers blamed students for
their failure on AP exams due to their lack of necessary skills to successfully navigate AP
course work. These deficit thinkers seldom interrogated how the institutions of schools failed
573
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these students. From Ellis’ study, some students remarked that being seen as undeserving of
an AP seat did not go unnoticed. Students were also attuned to how teachers and school
structures orchestrated their success or failure in AP courses and many classes. The long-term
danger of using a deficit lens against diverse students is that oppression is never ending, and
it morphs beyond immediate effects: “oppression involves institutional control, ideological
domination, and the imposition of the dominant group’s culture on the minoritized group.”575
“Ideological domination” means that the minoritized group begins to think in ways that
continue to not only hurt them but enable and empower the dominant group. The student’s
comment from Howard’s study indicated how his teacher’s deficit lens affected the student’s
identity, how the student viewed himself. In Ellis’ study, a student shared how the institution
controlled which students got which teachers, suggesting, again, a ranking of students in
which some students matter, and others do not.
On one level, it could be argued that a teacher like Erin from Izzo’s study was guilty
of discrimination. However, Sensoy and DiAngelo explained that discrimination typically
occurs at an individual level, but oppression has “institutional power,” meaning its
implications are further reaching and far more damaging.576 Institutional power is also reified
throughout society through “cultural markers,” via society’s laws and policies (i.e., slavery,
Jim Crow, segregation, redlining) and other institutions that blame victims for their
deficiencies. The institutions remain exculpable, free of blame, and therefore free of being reexamined to encourage change.
Another critical point expounded by Sensoy and DiAngelo is that “minoritized
groups” begin to think they are less deserving of access to resources.577 In the context of this
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present study, minority students may absorb the idea that they do not belong or do not
deserve to be in AP classes. That is, minoritized students may internalize these messages that
they are at fault and that dominant groups deserve their positions of power. 578 When
researchers raise the idea that African American and Hispanic or Latina students choose not
to take AP classes, it could be that these groups have assimilated into their own beliefs the
harmful messages that they do not belong in such classes.579 Minorities can find it difficult to
break free from these hostile messages, especially if they potentially believe them to be
true.580

4.2.g Finding 3: Blurred lines between Deficit Thinking and Poor Teaching Skills
Research Question: What do these experiences suggest for tailoring AP courses for urban
minority students?
THEMES AND SUBTHEMES
Interesting Points = Unintended
Consequence of AP Open Access =
Blurred lines between Deficit Thinking
and Poor Teaching Skills

578

EXAMPLES
Researcher: “The findings suggest that sufficient support is imperative for
students’ successful outcomes. Participants perceived their performance in
their AP STEM courses to be reflections of their teachers’ competence in
teaching the course material.”581
Researcher: “Several of the students in this study made reference to the
manner in which school personnel appeared not to care, subscribed to a
racialized hierarchy, or had given up on them, particularly when they felt
teachers did not perceive them to be high achievers.”582
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alone when there were more White students in the class. Tyson also found that in predominantly White schools,
AP classes served “racialized tracking” that students internalized. White students believed they deserved to be in
AP courses, while many Black students did not. Tyson’s work speaks to institutional power and the
consequences of that power.
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Researcher: “Further exploration into participants’ avoidance of directly
discussing the disproportionate outcomes for African American males
centered on their discomfort, as expressed in their body language during
the interviews.”583
Researcher: “Students’ perceptions of their academic identities also
suggest that teacher attitudes have a significant effect on the way students
perceive their school experience, their identities, and their academic
potential.”584
Researcher: “The findings from this qualitative study may lead to
educators to shift blame on students’ academic identities squarely at the
door of parents and absolve themselves from any responsibility.”585
Researcher: “Conversely, teachers who operated from deficit beliefs did
not adapt instruction based on students’ assessed needs, used course
content that had few connections to students’ race or gender, and believed
that some students would succeed or fail regardless of what occurred
during the class.”586

4.2.h Context for Finding 3

The Interesting Points coded data revealed a second sub-theme that was also
identified as another unintended consequence of opening access to AP courses. That subtheme was that the lines could be blurred between a teacher’s Deficit Thinking versus a
teacher’s Poor Teaching Skills. The phrase “blurred lines” represents a situation or a moment
that is ambiguous or unclear. Deficit thinking was discussed in detail in the previous section,
but by way of reiterating the concept, if a teacher lacks the necessary skills to help bridge
students’ gaps in learning for an AP course, the symptoms of such teaching may manifest as
the teacher thinking something is wrong with the students versus the idea that something may
be wrong with the teaching. In other words, poor teaching skills may garner the same teacher
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response as deficit thinking. Although these two concepts are different, their manifestation
may be the same and possibly indistinguishable from each other.
Robert Izzo’s study considered deficit and dynamic thinking as part of his research
question. He interrogated how AP teachers’ expectations of students were exhibited through
teacher-student interactions. His third research question asked whether these teachers’
expectations were part of deficit or dynamic thinking and how these types of thinking
“influenced minority students’ classroom performance.”587 He also considered if these
expectations could be viewed from the perspective of Critical Race Theory (CRT). 588 The
study centered on four teachers. Out of the four, only one teacher demonstrated dynamic
thinking throughout the study. Another teacher demonstrated dynamic thinking in eight out of
ten behavioral components, but he demonstrated deficit thinking when it came to having high
expectations for all students and addressing students’ difficult questions—questions that were
opportunities to challenge systems of oppression. Instead of challenging oppressive systems,
this teacher often reverted to blaming the students. The other two teachers demonstrated
deficit thinking in most behavioral categories. Between these last two teachers, one teacher
used deficit thinking throughout the study in every facet of the classroom. Izzo’s overall
findings suggested that a teacher’s expectations of and interactions with students are fueled
by how they view their students’ learning abilities. However, that finding was fluid across
other participants in the studies reviewed for this research as well, meaning that a teacher can
be a dynamic thinker in many areas and still hold and execute deficit views in other areas.
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Izzo’s study focused on four teachers, but his “trouble grappling with the difference
between deficit thinking and unrelated bad teaching practices”589 became a pattern across
multiple studies in this metasynthesis (although the researchers of each study may not have
framed their research findings as deficit thinking or poor teaching).
The researcher’s findings in each report were used for this sub-theme and grouped
accordingly. These findings share “topical similarity” in that they link teachers’ attitudes or
actions to minority students’ academic potential or success and failure in AP classes. 590 In
each study, an observation or a participant’s comment connected to specific classroom
instruction and interaction. For instance, Ellis’ study used 29 student participants in focus
groups to discuss their academic experiences in STEM AP classes such as science and math.
The students made several observations connected to teaching and learning, which led to
Ellis’ finding that teachers’ competence can affect students’ performance. Ellis pulled some
participants’ comments from his findings for data analysis. One student described getting
help from his AP Calculus teacher in a tutoring session. His class notes were disheveled, and
he had sloppy handwriting. When the teacher observed his disordered notes and poor writing,
she dismissed him without continuing the tutoring session.591 The teacher dismissed the
student because the student lacked order with his papers. It was the student’s problem, but the
student was asking for help. Because he was deficient in one area, she gave that reason for
not helping him in any other area of the course.

Izzo, “Teachers’ Deficit,” 85. In this section of the study, Izzo explained the inspiration behind it. It
came about through a different study, and it is here where he posed the question of determining whether teachers
had deficit beliefs or if they struggled with teaching. His study found that where teachers have difficulty with
teaching content when students’ have gaps in learning, teachers often rely on a deficit lens.
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In another discussion, several students commented on their science teachers making
them participate in the science fair while sidelining the content material for their AP exam.
They complained that participation in the fair interfered with their learning of the AP
material. Multiple students discussed how their teachers crammed material before the AP
exam that they did not have time to learn.592 These students’ observations speak to their
teachers’ inability to plan and prioritize lessons and learning.
Flennaugh et al. also used focus groups of 25 students. Using some of the
participants’ comments, Flennaugh et al. shared how one teacher did not seem to know her
content very well. When students peppered her with questions, she “rejected” their inquiries
because she felt the students were “ganging up on her.”593 Another discussion exhibited
students discussing a lack of qualified teachers and having to learn from substitute teachers
who did not know the content. 594 The teacher in the first example shifted her inability to
address questions by claiming to be a victim, suggesting the students had harmed her rather
than taking ownership that she may have harmed their educational experience. The second
example addressed the lack of highly qualified teachers in urban schools—a problem that has
existed for many years and indicates deeper and more complicated socio-political issues in
education.
Howard’s study used twenty student participants and utilized semi-structured
interviews as its method of data collection. In one interview, an AP student discussed how the
school’s culture placed more Asian and White students in the AP courses when the school
was predominantly composed of Black students. Thus, the student spoke to the
disproportionate number of minority students in AP classes when minority students were the
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largest number of students enrolled in the school. 595 This also points to perceptions of
educators within the school who can control access to AP courses, rather than to one specific
teacher. A school’s culture and its staff and faculties’ expectations can filter into the
classrooms, impacting teaching and learning for minoritized students. Table 6 highlights all
the studies that contributed to the theme of blurred lines between deficit thinking and poor
teaching skills.
Table 6: Theme: Blurred Lines Between Deficit Thinking and Poor Teaching Skills

Article reference number (see
Table 1)
Theme and subthemes: Blurred
lines between Deficit
Thinking and Poor Teaching
Skills

1

2

X

X

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

X

X

X

X

10

11
X

12

13

14

15

16

X

*Studies with only student data: 1, 2, 8

4.2.i Discussion for Finding 3

The College Board’s equity statement concerning the AP program, published in 2002,
was the organization’s attempt to shift AP from elitist students to a more inclusive attitude. A
rhetorical analysis of the statement showed that the College Board believed that equity and
access to opportunity should be the guiding practices of all AP programs. Phrases such as “all
students deserve an opportunity” and “the elimination of barriers that restrict access”
suggested that the College Board desired a program that was democratic and equitable. 596
Several authors have argued that the AP program actually became more inclusive in the
1980s, almost twenty years prior to the 2002 statement.597 But opening access to AP, while
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laudable, does not fully represent a commitment to equity. 598 This is because opening up
opportunity does not necessarily mean equity. Many of the AP teachers in these studies may
have undergone AP training, and they may understand the intentions of their schools’ open
access but understanding what had to be done to positively influence the learning
environment with a diversified AP class was, in reality, more nuanced and complicated to
implement. Once schools launched open access for AP classes, these courses became “newly
diverse classrooms.”599
The social interactions within classrooms are informed by our “explicit and implicit
ideologies,” whether people, particularly teachers, know it or not. 600 Without “critical
interrogation” of these ideas, teachers can easily wield deficit lenses about students because
deficit narratives tend to be concretized through many social institutions, including
schools.601 The deficit narrative and framework has been normalized throughout American
history, including in our education systems. The shortage of ethnic minority students who are
identified as gifted and talented is one example of this normalization. 602 The AP program has
also suffered from an extreme shortage of ethnic minority students because schools and their
teachers did not see these students as abled bodies capable of rigorous coursework. 603
Viewing Black and Brown students through a deficit lens has historically been part of the
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American education landscape. 604 The most pertinent question to ask now is how teachers can
disrupt this deficit view.
This question is not new, and it is not easy to answer. Some researchers have
suggested that teachers’ training should focus on Culturally Relevant Pedagogy or Culturally
Sustaining Pedagogy. However, there is little consensus on what should be included or what
this type of instruction looks like in classroom application. 605 There is even less research on
what it looks like in a diverse AP classroom. But the idea of using Culturally Relevant
Pedagogy in teachers’ training was not lost on the College Board: in two of the studies in this
metasynthesis, the College Board launched a unique AP training that attempted to incorporate
this very idea. Izzo’s and Hayes’ dissertations discussed an AP training that targeted teaching
strategies specifically designed to meet the needs of ethnically diverse learners.
Izzo’s teacher participants were part of the first cohort of teachers in the AP
Challenge Program (APCP), a program designed to “increase the participation and success of
minority and low-income students … enrolled in AP courses.” 606 The program was an
instructional initiative in collaboration with the University of Virginia. Izzo described the
workshops as supporting teaching strategies such as “scaffolding, differentiation, and
engagement techniques” that were part of teachers’ workshops “three to five times per
schools year.” The instructional content of the workshops was designed to support “teacher
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instructional practices appropriate for minority students who lack the same academic
preparation as traditional AP students.”607
In 2010, Nguyen, Callahan, and Stevenson published research on the AP Challenge
Program, describing it as an instructional support program with “multicultural instructional
strategies,”608 but this article offered little about the specifics beyond what Izzo suggested.
Instead of providing specifics about what multicultural instructional practices examined, the
publication focused on questions posed to participating students about their motivations for
enrolling in AP classes.
Hayes’ dissertation focused on five teachers who attended an AP training that focused
on “cultural competency.”609 This training was offered for one week during the summer, so,
unlike Izzo’s study, this professional development was not offered throughout the teaching
year. Very little information was given about what the training involved. Hayes did cite
personal communication where it was stated that this specific training was “offered to AP
teachers in high poverty and high minority public high schools in Florida,” and that the
training differed “from AP training offered to other AP teachers across the United States.”610
There were no other specifics about this particular AP training.
It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to review the body of work concerning
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy and Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy, but both pedagogies are
more complicated than mere teaching strategies. Both serve to see the world and address
society’s problems through non-hegemonic understandings. Ladson-Billings described
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Culturally Relevant Pedagogy using three criteria: “students must experience academic
success; students must develop and/or maintain cultural competence; and students must
develop a critical consciousness” where “they challenge the status quo of the current social
order.”611 A Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy is one that “foster[s]” and “sustain[s]” culturally
responsive teaching; it “sustains the lifeways of communities” that have been marginalized,
“damaged and erased through schooling.”612 Both pedagogies view the culture(s) of people
color as a valuable asset to the teaching and learning relationship. More importantly, for
teachers to create a learning environment for both pedagogies, they must constantly remain
aware of their assumptions and biases. Both pedagogies call for teachers to continuously
reflect and interrogate their own educational training because the deficit lens is powerfully
engrained in the American way of life. 613 It takes persistence to unlearn what most of us have
learned. Both pedagogies call teachers to acknowledge that meritocracy and equity have
never existed in the United States, and that education has never been neutral. There is no such
thing as a color-blind society.614 These are skills that require more than a week or a year to
learn. Thus, a one week or three to five professional developments in a year are probably
prohibitive for fostering the kind of reflective practices and understandings needed to
dismantle years of systemic oppressions for students of color.
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CHAPTER 5

From problems posed in research come solutions. Or so it seems. Rarely are answers
specific enough to solve any one problem, however. Rather, it is more common that multiple
ideas coalesce to answer various parts of a problem. This dissertation is no different. At the
outset it posed three research questions examining the experiences of ethnically diverse urban
learners in their AP courses. The questions also honored the voices of urban educators as they
shared their lived experiences in teaching diverse students in AP classes. This study produced
a metasynthesis that aggregated sixteen studies that utilized qualitative data collection and
analyses to center the voices of ethnically diverse urban students and urban teachers
participating in their schools’ AP programs. It used raw data from each study as well as each
researcher’s ideas to further address the questions. Although each qualitative study was
independent, as a collective body of work they offered some insight into some challenges
students and teachers may face when implementing an open access AP policy in urban
schools with students who are traditionally marginalized. The logical question to ask now, in
the wake of this study, is what now is to be done based on this insight into these classrooms?
Instead of me attempting to answer that question, I will let some of the student-participants
from the qualitative studies do the talking. While there were many complexities presented in
the data and findings, these moments––the voices of the students––were the moments worth
savoring.
To answer the question “what works,” a “social explanation” is required, which then
requires investing in my theoretical framework.615 One goal of qualitative researchers is to
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understand something from the research participants’ points of view.616 A diversified AP
classroom is constantly emerging; it never reaches a point of saturation because human
beings are continually growing, changing, and learning. We want to understand those
experiences in a diverse AP classroom. So, the answer to “what works” has infinite
possibilities because there is no one single answer. For this metasynthesis, I answered this
question using my theoretical lens of Critical Race Theory.
5.1 WHAT WORKS? TENETS AND SUGGESTIONS

CRT Tenet 1: Racism is Natural

Suggestion: Do not ignore or try to ignore race in the diversified AP classroom.
CRT sees racism as a natural part of the American way of life. 617 The foundation of
this country is tied to race, so dealing with and acknowledging race goes without saying. As
educators, it would be inappropriate to try to ignore race when race is constantly emphasized
for students of color. Every study in this metasynthesis addressed race. All the studies
addressed students of color enrolled in an AP course. Multiple studies explicitly discussed
how race was re-emphasized by who was enrolled in the course. Ellis’ participants called the
education system unfair and discussed how their school treated certain students differently. 618
Flennaugh et al.’s study had a participant remark how AP tended to have more White
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students than African Americans. He also emphasized that Blacks and Hispanics made up all
the regular tracked courses; there were rarely Whites in those classes.619 Even when students
lacked the words to discuss race specifically in terms of their learning experiences, race did
not go unnoticed by students or teachers. 620 Nazemi’s student-participants seemed
uncomfortable bringing in their racial identity into the discussion, but when Nazemi spoke
with the teacher, she invoked race in her observations.621
Addressing race in class discussions and tasks can be the elephant in the room. It
therefore seemed preferable to tackle the issue of race immediately, rather than try to ignore
it. Race simply cannot be avoided, and to do so can cause more harm than good.
CRT Tenet 2: Rejection of Ahistoricism

Suggestion: Historical Contexts Matter
CRT rejects ahistoricism, so attempting to Whitewash history and avoid historical
context will not erase historical memory or history. 622 In Izzo’s study, his teacher-participant,
“Sam,” tried to connect with minority students by placing pictures of famous minority leaders
like Malcolm X around his classroom. However, during one moment in class, he described
Andrew Jackson as the “greatest of the American Presidents.” A student of American Indian
descent responded that Jackson was responsible for the Trail of Tears. “Sam,” unfortunately,
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dismissed her comment; the student never engaged in the class discussion thereafter. In
another class observation, “Sam” avoided the discussion of the Trail of Tears altogether.623
Good intentions are never enough—”not for policy, and not for professional educators
who find themselves living in an educational world”624 where they attempt to build bridges of
equity through the AP expansion. This is a “race-conscious nation,” and we have policies and
laws, and the victims of those policies and laws, to prove it. 625 Ethnically diverse students and
their families have dealt with the “government’s past shameful acts and policies” whether or
not they have realized or articulated it.626 Historical context can provide a balanced view of
history and on the historical atrocities that may have been experienced by minority children
and/or their elders. For minority groups, the past still informs the present. 627 Valuing and
using historical context demonstrates an attempt at compassion and understanding which can
go a long way with ethnically diverse students.

CRT Tenet 3: Whiteness is Valued Over Others in American Society

Suggestion: See ethnically diverse students as valuable contributors to the classroom
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Data from the Chapter 4 findings, particularly findings two and three, show that the
deficit lens can suggest that ethnically diverse students do not belong in AP courses. That
message can also be reinforced by the criticism of the AP expansion. A CRT researcher could
argue that the suggestion is an example of valuing Whiteness over others. The CRT
framework challenges this notion of valuing Whiteness with counter storytelling. Ethnic
communities have much to offer society, and their children can offer valuable experiences to
the AP classroom. 628 In CRT, this is known as valuing “experiential knowledge.”629 The
concept means that the experiences and knowledge of people of color are “legitimate,
appropriate, and critical to understanding, analyzing, and teaching about racial
subordination.”630 González argues that experiential knowledge serves as a “response to the
politics of rejection.”631 Our experiences inform our way of thinking and understanding
regardless of what master narratives prevail. In the AP classroom, ethnically diverse students
seemingly wear two skins, very similar to Du Bois’ concept of double consciousness for
African Americans.
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Coined in his 1903 volume The Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois spoke of how the Black
race carried the weight of a double-edged sword, a gift, and a curse of insight and awareness.
He wrote that the Negro was “born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this American
world—a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself
through the revelation of the other world.” Du Bois referenced the “other world” as the White
hegemonic and dominant world. The sight of “double-consciousness” was Black people’s
ability to see themselves through the eyes of Whites: “This sense of always looking at oneself
through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in
amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness… “ But Black people can also see
themselves for who they are. They can see their cultural identity, and their connection to
“cultural recognition,” and this recognition is shared among “one’s community.”632 The
metaphor of “the veil” represents how Black people often hid (or hide) their thoughts and true
feelings to co-exist in a White dominant world. 633 Tom Hawkins claims that the veil was
required to “navigate White culture” while staying “rooted in Blackness.”634
Du Bois constructed “double consciousness” to identify a burden that African
Americans experience, but Meer argues that minority groups can feel “double
consciousness.” As a group, minorities deal with a “consciousness and double consciousness”
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as they contend with “minority invisibility” and fight “societal biases.”635 This research
shows that those biases did not disappear once AP was expanded to more diverse groups of
students. It also shows that ethnically diverse students being present in AP classrooms can
even further reinforce societal biases.
Fighting minority invisibility and societal biases means that teachers must offer space
in the classroom so that diverse learners can demonstrate and share their knowledge and
wisdom. Yosso called this type of knowledge “community cultural wealth.” Such “cultural
capital” often goes unnoticed or is “unacknowledged or unrecognized,” but it is there.636
Yosso identifies six aspects of community cultural wealth: (1) Linguistic capital – the ability
to communicate in more than one language or style; (2) Familial capital – which involves
family and extended family fostering “kinship ties”; (3) Social capital – capital that relies on
resources within the community; (4) Navigational capital – the skill to maneuver through
“social institutions”; (5) Resistant capital – capital that supports “oppositional behaviors” to
challenge “inequality”; and (6) Aspirational capital – which is capital that encourages “hopes
and dreams” despite “real and perceived barriers.”637 The minority group’s “consciousness
and collective identity” serve as a resource which advances the entire group.638
So, what do teaching and learning look like through the lens of Yosso’s community
cultural wealth? For starters, it is a classroom culture of care and mutuality. The studies that
identified successful AP classroom experiences for urban minority youth share the belief that
the teacher and students were learning together, rather than the teacher imparting knowledge.
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The learning was dialectical, where all students had something substantive to offer and say,
so listeners could learn and expand their understanding.
Stanley Johnson’s study, for example, looked at four AP English teachers in Los
Angeles, studying patterns about these teachers’ practices and decisions on instruction. For
transparency and context, one difference in Johnson’s study compared to the others was that
all four teachers were African American. 639 First, they did not shy away from discussing race.
Instead, they shared racialized experiences with students to demonstrate that they
encountered similar struggles, or they extended the learning experience with a real-world
application. For instance, “Mrs. Kimbrough” shared an experience where some ladies treated
her as invisible. Her point was to show students how to “analyze and seek solutions” to
“social concerns about race.”640 Another participant, “Mrs. Hayes,” had her students question
texts they read as a way of intellectually challenging information. Querying the text meant
that it (text) was not assumed to have the final say on a subject. The text thus transitioned as a
resource, and it was no longer the authority on a subject. “Mrs. Hayes” pushed students to
rely on their own thinking and experiences to extend beyond the text, acknowledging that
their experiences were just as valuable as the experiences in the text they read. 641
All four teachers used Socratic seminars for students to share knowledge and insight
around a text. Students’ contributions were part of a shared experience. Valenzuela calls this
“additive schooling” because it places emphasis on helping students value their culture,
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which is seen as a strength.642 Most schools for minority youth are “subtractive” in that
schools ask minority students to give up their culture and way of being in order to assimilate
into American White hegemonic culture and values. 643 In a classroom culture where care is
centered,644 learning is communal, and there is no deficit lens; there are only strengths that
are to be shared and used to advance learning for the betterment of everyone in the classroom
space and society at large.
5.2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS REVISITED

Although I have discussed the implications of this metasynthesis through my
theoretical framework of CRT, I will answer the research questions explicitly through the
narrative of the studies’ participants and commentary of the researcher and relate these
narratives to the research literature on effective urban teaching. Research Questions 1 and 2
can be answered through studies using narratives from interviews and focus groups of urban
students of color. Research Question 3 can be answered through the studies using narratives
from interviews and focus groups of urban teachers and the researcher’s commentary about
the teacher participants.
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RQ1645: What experiences/ideas do urban minority youth have about what helps and hurts
them in their AP classes?
What becomes abundantly clear when reading students’ comments about what helps
them in their AP classes centers on their AP teacher’s expertise and how AP teachers use
their expertise to intellectually engage their urban students. Teachers’ expertise is often
associated with how well a teacher knows his/her content or craft. This common idea does
not change for students. However, another element of expertise goes beyond content, and it is
the ability to connect content and pedagogy in a meaningful way to the lives of urban
students of color. One student put it this way:
I think what helped us...I think it basically was the teachers. ...Some teachers, you can
awfully tell. Like, they got...experience teaching kids. So, like, they know how to
adapt to lessons to better help the student. 646

Lesson adaptation to students’ needs reverberated throughout these nine studies. Adapting
lessons meant addressing students’ learning gaps without sacrificing students’ intellectual
engagement with advanced course content. It also meant using a curriculum and pedagogy
that connects with students’ experiences. Lesson adaptation also means building relationships
with students as individuals and through instructional practices and the curriculum; therefore,
the teacher-student relationship is cultivated and enhanced through academic content. There
is reciprocity in the classroom where the teacher and students engage in a communal learning
experience. However, such a classroom environment would require a teacher’s depth of
knowledge of content and social and historical contexts, which is rarely cultivated in most
teacher education programs and professional learning developments.

645

To answer RQ1 and RQ2, I used these studies: Ellis; Flennaugh et al.; Flowers and Banda; Halasa;
Howard; Johnson; Manos; Nazemi; Swanson and Nagy.
646

Ellis, “A Strengths-Based Approach,” 52.

178

RQ2: What do these experiences suggest for tailoring AP courses for urban minority
students?
In his 1991 essay, the late Asa Hilliard discussed two examples of phenomenal urban
teachers who not only changed the lives of their students but impacted the United States
because their students contributed to this country’s body of knowledge. Hilliard first
discussed Abdulalim Shabazz, a math professor at Atlanta University in Georgia (now called
Clark Atlanta University) and Tuskegee Institute in Alabama. During Shabazz’s tenure as
chair of the Mathematics Department at Atlanta University, 109 students graduated with their
master’s degree in mathematics, and a third of them went on to earn Ph.Ds. Between 1956 to
1963, almost 50 percent of African American mathematicians in the United States were
because of those students that earned Ph.Ds. out of that 109-student body under Shabazz’s
direction and leadership. What was nobler was that most of these students suffered “with
serious academic deficiencies, not only in mathematics but in language arts skills as well.”647
The second teacher Hilliard used as an example of a masterfully skilled teacher was Jaime
Escalante, who was able to get primarily Hispanic students from lower socioeconomics to
pass the AP Calculus exam. Referencing Escalante’s personal essay about this journey,
Hilliard noted that Escalante did not screen students or allow gifted students to join his class.
However, he favored students disinterested in school and seemingly disinterested in learning.
Hilliard argued that both teachers, “released the genius” in their students. They shared a “true
educator’s ethos.”648
Hilliard’s argument was that genius was already in these students, but these teachers
found a way to cultivate that genius. For Hilliard, the superb teacher for students of color is
the teacher with the belief that students of color have something to contribute and can be

Asa Hilliard, III, “Do We Have the Will to Educate All Children?,” Educational Leadership 49, no.
1 (September 1991): 31-32, MasterFILE Elite (9110142215).
647

648

Hilliard, “Do We Have the Will,” 32-33.

179

academically and socially successful. Once the belief is there, the teacher cultivates and crafts
lessons to reach these students to push them to be their best. Hilliard called for a restructuring
of our “aim and appropriate practice.” The restructuring of education had little to do with
tangibles like the latest technologies or educational theories. A significant problem that
Hilliard saw in the instructional practices of teachers for students of color was that many
were already socialized to think that students of color could not academically perform, and
thus, the teaching and instructional practices that followed were
“inappropriate...professionally unrewarding, debilitating, demeaning, and depressing.”
Shabazz and Escalante worked in educational institutions that encouraged deficit paradigms.
The difference was that they did not subdue their beliefs or teaching practices to those
deficits paradigms and did not teach with deficit frameworks.649 In 1990, the educational
system did not have this these teachers’ vision, and in 2022, our educational system still
struggles to embrace this vision. Hilliard suggested that schools find teachers that use valid
teaching paradigms like Shabazz and Escalante and to use their expertise to help cultivate
other educators.
Like Hilliard, Mary Webb discussed another educator that restructured his classroom
to meet the needs of his primarily African American students. However, he was fired because
he would not bend to the school’s bureaucracy of dumbing down students. Webb’s work
discussed the late James Herndon, referencing Herndon’s book, The Way It Spozed To Be.
Herndon prescribed to the ideals of progressive educators of the 1920s who saw curriculum
as an opportunity for students to “experience” learning versus being passive recipients of
education. For example, when the school wanted students to copy paragraphs for the sake of
copying them, Herndon’s students learned to read books and discuss ideas. Webb wrote that
Herndon “attempted to create a learning space where students were encouraged to participate
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and engage in discussions and group projects.” Herndon discussed the academic tracks they
were on with his students, attempting to explain and demystify the educational structures that
labeled his students as incapable. The students recognized that they were tracked, but they did
not understand how or why. Although Herndon’s students were in the seventh grade,
Herndon treated his students “as thinkers, doers, and directors of their own learning.”
Herndon saw the curriculum as a way of connecting with his students, and they reciprocated
with their interests via questions and discussions, putting forth effort in his classroom. That is
not to say all of them reciprocated, but when the student body “staged riots” at the school at
the end of the month, Herndon’s students worked in his classroom undeterred to learning. 650
These three teachers battled an educational system that was antithetical to the
responsive resourcefulness students of color needed. Educational institutions tend to reinforce
deficit narratives about students of color, and district and school leaders tend to support
flawed paradigms that continue to perpetuate these narratives. Teachers must learn to resist
flawed educational paradigms and cultivate learning that their students can embrace. It means
learning the social, historical, and cultural contexts germane to students’ lives. It means
reading to learn more about students. It also means reaching out to teachers that are
successful with students. It means prioritizing students’ learning over all else.
RQ3651: What experiences/ideas do urban teachers offer about their practices in diverse
contexts that challenge, alleviate, or perpetuate and exacerbate the AP classroom experience
for urban minority youth?
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Collection.
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The need for and the power of relationships between teachers and students crossed ten
studies. Teachers must know their audience, so they can carefully and strategically select
content that connects with their students. Manos’ teacher participants said that as a group,
they made their pedagogy connect with their students’ lives at least once to twice a week.
Many teachers made those connections daily. 652 The idea does not mean that a teacher will
be able to do this daily. However, the idea emphasizes that teachers purposefully do it
through their academic disciplines and, in doing so, their teaching practices reflect the power
of intentionality to connect with students through teaching and learning.
In his essay, Hilliard’s work spoke of a similar connection between teachers and
students through the two urban teachers, Shabazz and Escalante. Shabazz’s goals were
teaching for understanding and communicating because math was more about life rather than
just a set of problems in a book. Escalante’s requirement to take his class was an interest in
being a part of a meaningful experience and a desire to learn math. Escalante figured out that
the “class cut ups” were students “bored by poor teaching,” not an unwillingness to learn.
These students had given up on school because the school and its teaching staff had given up
on them. Escalante differed in that he had an interest in these students, and their willingness
to be a part of his class aided in their desire to learn math.653
Collaborative learning was reiterated in most of the studies to build relationships and
build a community of learners. Higgin’s study mentioned several collaborative learning
strategies like “Socratic seminars, fish bowls, inquiry-based learning, and group-guided
practice to shift accountability and ownership onto the student, while also encouraging
collaboration.” Teachers also mentioned “student study groups” and “guided practice”
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activities via “group essays.”654 Tutoring—small group or one-to-one—was also pivotal to
the instructional practices and successfulness of students’ understanding of complex course
material. Tutoring also speaks to teachers making themselves accessible to students outside
of the classroom, building collaborative learning while fostering relationships.
Finally, teachers discussed two key issues that can be interrelated. Several studies
mentioned the teaching of current events even though the teachers in these studies taught
different disciplines. The use of current events was a way of bridging knowledge gaps and
accessing information beyond the four walls of the classroom. Teachers used current events
in newspapers to expose students to a wide variety of information to prepare for the AP
exam. Current events were also a way of diversifying reading and content because it could
foster reading about other issues germane to other cultures. So, there is a need for exposure to
academic content that crosses beyond a specific AP course.
The use of current events leads to a final issue, and that was the culture of learning for
AP requires pedagogy beyond the four walls of one specific classroom or one specific AP
teacher. There were references to vertical alignment to prepare students academically before
entering the AP classroom; there were references to interdisciplinary connections to help
students see correlations between subjects. These interdisciplinary connections foster
students’ knowledge integration across course content and the school. One study referenced
“building an ‘AP Culture’” to promote high expectations for staff and students that would
extend to “all stakeholders.”655 In short, the success of students of color in AP courses hinges
on a variety of integrated support systems—academically, socially, culturally, systemically—
that extend well beyond what one course or one teacher can offer.
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Just as students of color must be fed quality classroom experiences, teachers must be
fed too: “Teachers need their own intellectual and emotional hunger to be fed. They need to
experience the joy of collaborative discussion, dialogue, critique, and research,” wrote
Hilliard.656 Teachers are the critical component to providing meaningful experiences into any
classroom, so the diversified AP classroom is equally at the behest of its teacher: “Teachers
are the mediators who provide or fail to provide the essential experiences that permit students
to release their awesome potential.”657
How can educational systems and policies support this kind of work for teachers?
Hilliard’s response would probably be to get out of the way because some teachers already do
it, but they need to be recognized and empowered to share with colleagues. Another
suggestion is in one study that examined previous research published on effective urban
teachers. This studied produced four key dimensions. Using research from The National
Board of Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS) concerning National Board Certified
(NBC) teachers, using the research of Haberman’s studies on urban teachers, and using
Ladson-Billings and Darling-Hammond’s research on “successful teaching of urban children”
with their study, Abbate-Vaughn, Frechon, and Wright found four interrelated dimensions of
“accomplished urban teaching”:
1. Teachers shared authority versus usurping authority.
2. Teachers linked curriculum to students’ experiences.
3. Teachers incorporated “culturally compatible communication patterns.”
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4. Teachers reconceptualized what ‘at-risk’ meant by supporting and purporting
“counter narratives” to deficit tropes.658
Sharing authority means teachers offer students decision-making power where students can
make choices in their learning, and it means building a relationship with students. Linking
curriculum to students’ experiences means the teachers “display a remarkable understanding
of their students’ cultural experiences.” Cultural markers are part of teaching and learning. It
also means “diverse contexts” are appreciatively and appropriately infused in the teaching
framework. Finally, accomplished urban teachers counter and help students counter
problematic deficit narratives. This fourth idea connects to fostering students’ of color
academic identities that run counter to the deficit frameworks and “culture of poverty”659
discourses prevalent in educational research and educational reforms.
Some of these ideas discussed do require some level of intuitiveness on the part of the
teacher. Emdin called this “intuitional knowledge.”660 However, for those teachers whose
intuitiveness fails, what are some other options? Hiebert and Morris’ research examined ways
to address teaching to improve classroom instruction. Their research suggested “annotated
lesson plans [that] can store the knowledge acquired for improved methods of teaching.”661
They reject commercial curricula lesson plans for this purpose because those types of lessons
end in a finite product. Instead, accomplished teachers could annotate their lesson plans, and
the annotations could inform “what to do and why/how to do it” for “specified learning

658
Jorgelina Abbate-Vaughn, Olga Frechon, and Brian L. Wright, “Accomplished Urban Teaching,”
Theory Into Practice 49, no. 3 (June 2010): 187-191, https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2010.487752.
659

See footnote 69 on a discussion on a “culture of poverty.”

660

Christopher Emdin, Ratchetdemic: Reimagining Academic Success (Boston: Beacon Press,
2021), 104, Kindle.
661

Hiebert and Morris, “Teaching, Rather than Teachers,” 94.

185

goals.”662 The lesson plan is not to be viewed as a final product but as a product in the
making that can continually be revised to the needs of teachers and students. Contextual
variables can also be noted for “different implementations.” Too many times, when effective
teachers retire, their knowledge and “best ideas” retire with them.663 The annotated plan
leaves an artifact for continual development and study for those still left in the classroom.
The researchers envision an annotated lesson plan as an artifact that serves teachers for
teachers’ framework.664

5.3 FINAL THOUGHTS

The narrative of the failing urban school helps propel the need for some reform. This
metasynthesis has examined the expansion of AP courses as one type of reform. The study
focuses on urban schools specifically because it was these schools that the majority of
ethnically diverse students attended. The College Board, with its narrative of expanding AP
to build equity, has yet to examine how to launch an AP program that can best serve
ethnically diverse populations. 665 What we do know is that the AP expansion has probably
propelled more “discourses [that] reify co-constructions of race, class, and ability that
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naturalize inequity in education and society,” rather than quelling those deficit discourses. 666
The AP program has yet to address the structural racism that most deficit narratives ignore or
camouflage.
There is a need to be cautious about the successes and failures of the AP expansion,
because both may not be what they seem. The meta-narrative about the poor performance of
students of color is also not an accurate representation of all significant factors. Researchers
can serve better by calling out structural and institutional failures because these failures
contribute to why the expansion of AP would not be enough to fulfil the demands of equity.
If AP is going to be a part of the national discourse and supposedly represent an option to
address equity challenges in urban education, then it is time to deal with the root of the
problem, and the way researchers frame the problem “determines how we respond to the
problem.”667

5.4 STUDY LIMITATIONS

There were several limitations to this study. Firstly, as the researcher, I am at least
“three times removed from the lived experiences of the research participants” that are
represented in the studies. 668 I am presenting information, albeit with a new angle, about
research that has already been presented. I am not physically in the space during participants’
discussions of their lived experiences. I did not have the luxury of observing body language
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and facial expressions as they discuss their experiences.669 I had to rely solely on what has
been observed and reported by the original researcher of the study.
Another limitation was caused by the quality of writing of some studies. Some studies
were labeled in the database as urban, but after reading the article I could not determine if the
participants were indeed in an urban school setting. For instance, Flowers and Banda’s work
mentioned that the school was in the “Northeast” with a “population majority African
American,” but that information could not answer if it would be considered an “urban”
demographic.670 Therefore, I emailed the authors to confirm if the research setting was
urban.671 I had to do the same with other studies but did not receive feedback from those
authors. Those studies never made it to the final metasynthesis.
The quality of writing also brought into question how much raw data and analyses the
researcher provided. Research published in peer-reviewed journals is often constrained
because of page and word limitations: the author thus decides what information is to be
explicit, implicit or omitted. Also, “The absence of something in a report does not mean the
absence of that thing in the study itself.”672 The constraints on the original researcher’s work
also inhibited my work because I relied on these previously researched reports.
On the other hand, the strength of using dissertations was that these bodies of work
usually did not suffer from page limitations (although the quality of writing was still a
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concern).673 The best dissertations were Izzo’s and Johnson’s because they flushed out
multiple data analyses and tied those analyses to literature. Their writings were thorough and
meticulous. Most dissertations did not read with that kind of precision and attention to detail.
While this may cause pause for determining if the other dissertations were worth keeping,
Sandelowski and Barroso suggested that it was “better to err on the side of inclusion,” even if
a study’s quality is concerning.674

5.5 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

For this metasynthesis I have examined qualitative studies that center on the
experiences of ethnically diverse urban students and urban teachers participating in AP
programs between 2002–2021. But even with Georgia State University’s vast research
databases, I could only use 16 studies. There is clearly then a need for further qualitative
studies aimed at the general topic of better serving ethnically diverse and lower
socioeconomic students and at applying that research in context. There is also a need for
more research on building a culture of care and what that could look like in urban schools and
classrooms. Finally, there is the question of how we train teachers to unlearn the stereotypes
and biases about minority groups that are ubiquitous in almost every facet of American
society? What does it take to sustain that level of reflexivity in thought and consciousness?
And how can research address these queries? These are the questions that propel AP
conversations today, and into the future.
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